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Abstract
Intergenerational poverty is a problem of immense concern within the African American community, where approximately 32% of children under the age of 18 reside in impoverished conditions. Although acquisition of a college degree is the sole determining factor most influential for
social mobility of families in the lowest income bracket, only 10.13% of total degrees conferred
in 2015-2016 were to African American students. Additionally, being first-generation and lowincome, stressors are intensified and perpetuate cessation of enrollment in postsecondary studies.
Utilizing a non-randomized sample, a causal comparative/quasi experimental analysis was conducted to evaluate whether African Americans, or students from low-income and first-generation
families, had higher grade point averages, rates of retention, or degree attainment as members of
the Eastern Michigan University Ronald E. McNair Postbaccalaureate Achievement Program
compared to peers who lacked program affiliation. Data showed no statistically significant differences in GPA or persistence in students who fit the sample criteria. However, a significant difference in undergraduate degree attainment was demonstrated in members of the Eastern Michigan University Ronald E. McNair Postbaccalaureate Achievement Program.
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Chapter 1: Introduction
In 2018, the National Center for Education Statistics reported that 12.6 million children
under the age of 18 lived in poverty and of these, African American children held the highest
rate, at 32% (Hussar et al., 2020). Of those living in poverty, 64% resided in families with parents who held less than a high school diploma (Hussar et al., 2020). Although approximately
58% of African American students immediately enroll in postsecondary studies upon completion
of high school, far fewer complete a bachelor’s degree within six years (McFarland et al., 2018).
Second only to American Indian/Alaskan Natives, of African American students who began
postsecondary studies in 2010, only 40% graduated within six years, behind all other groups (De
Brey et al., 2019). Consequently, of total degrees conferred during the 2015-2016 academic year,
only 10.13% were earned by African Americans (National Center for Education Statistics, 2017).
When compared to students from the highest income bracket, low-income students lag far
behind their counterparts. In 2014, of dependent family members who reported acquisition of a
bachelor’s degree by the age of twenty-four, “54 percent were in the top quartile of family income and 10 percent were in the bottom quartile” (The Pell Institute, 2016, p. 60). Similarly,
when compared to their continuing-generation peers, first-generation students exhibited a 22%
deficit in attaining a bachelor’s degree (Redford & Hoyer, 2017). These gaps of degree attainment exemplify that for many African American, first-generation, and low-income students, the
same poverty-stricken conditions suffered in childhood are likely to continue to impact their
adult lives. If, however, they can acquire a postsecondary degree, the likelihood of this trajectory
is virtually eliminated. Students whose family income is in the bottom fifth of the population are
47% more probable to remain there if unable to complete a college degree. Of those that do graduate, only 10% of similar financial status are likely to remain (House Budget Committee Report,
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2014). Despite the financial mobility that the attainment of a college degree promises, families
often face the reality of succumbing to continued generational poverty from failure to attain the
coveted degree.
Background
Lawrence and Keleher (2004) acknowledge that “structural racism in the U.S. is the normalization and legitimization of an array of dynamics–--historical, cultural, institutional, and interpersonal–--that routinely advantage whites, while producing cumulative and chronic adverse
outcomes for people of color” (p. 1). Though virtually invisible, the intertwining of embedded
racism in social, political, economic, and educational policies determines those that have and
have not: American citizens who enjoy access and opportunities to “life, liberty and the pursuit
of happiness,” and minorities who can only dream of such broad ambitions.
Historically, postsecondary education was exclusive. Initially available to the most elite
members of society, many citizens were denied the privilege of attending college. Founded in
1636, Harvard University, the oldest postsecondary institution in the United States and other colonial colleges, was religiously affiliated and primarily attended by wealthy White men who held
an interest in becoming clergy (Blackwood, 2012).
During the Revolutionary War, Thomas Jefferson proposed the “Bill for More General
Diffusion of Knowledge.” Believing that education was the “best preventative measure against
tyranny and oppression” (Blackwood, 2012, para. 2), the bill detailed an educational plan in
which manners, morals, and habits for the common good were made consistent with the manners, morals, and habits of the country. This model expanded the purpose of higher education but
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maintained the selectivity of its membership. Available only to the best male students, this prohibited Native or African Americans, whether slave or free, from consideration (Blackwood,
2012).
During the height of the Civil War, President Abraham Lincoln signed into law the Morrill Land Grant Act of 1862, which granted 30,000 acres of public land to each member of Congress to fund state educational institutions teaching agriculture, home economics, and mechanical arts (National Research Council, 1995). Though contested by many who found the Act unconstitutional because of its exclusionary practices toward minorities, it was passed. Less than 30
years later, the Second Morrill Act of 1890 allocated annual appropriations for existing landgrant colleges and universities and provided land for a second state institution because of racebased admissions policies. Known as “Negro Land-Grant Institutions,” these colleges and universities offered African Americans increased access to higher education in similar areas of
study; inequitable allocation of resources, however, hindered their ability to thrive (National Research Council, 1995). Though African Americans received postsecondary degrees prior to this
legislative effort, most were in the fields of teaching, the ministry, or the education of African
American leaders (Clewell & Anderson, 1995). Of continued contention, however, was equitable
access to liberal arts, as opposed to industrial education, which relegated African Americans to
minimally skilled and low-wage occupations (Clewell & Anderson, 1995).
After World War II, the Servicemen’s Readjustment Act of 1944 produced a surge in college enrollment, from 1.5 to 2.7 million students, within a span of ten years (Cervantes et al.,
2005). This increase in general college admissions was coupled with mounting litigation involving African Americans seeking admission to undergraduate and graduate schools. Critical to this
development was the reversal of the 1896 Plessy v. Ferguson decision by the Supreme Court's
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1954 Brown v. Board of Education ruling, leading to the forced desegregation of school districts
across the nation. This initiated the crumbling of an infrastructure that had successfully minimized access to higher education for African Americans since our nation's inception (Clewell &
Anderson, 1995).
Postsecondary Access & Admission Policy Biases
Initially written in 1961, President John F. Kennedy’s Executive Order 10925, Establishing the President’s Committee on Equal Employment Opportunity, created “affirmative action”
to address the hiring of applicants without discrimination based on race, creed, color, or nation of
origin. When applied to college and university admissions, affirmative action policies seek to
provide equal access and increased opportunities for those typically excluded from American society (National Conference of State Legislatures, 2014). Through affirmative action, awareness
of discriminatory policies of admission are brought to the forefront, and efforts to explore equitable practices, which enhance diversity on college campuses, can be identified and initiated.
Mears (2014) notes commentary by Supreme Court Justice Sonia Sotomayor, which states:
For members of historically marginalized groups, which rely on the federal courts to protect their constitutional rights… hope for a vision of democracy… preserves for all the
right to participate meaningfully and equally in self-government… The way to stop discrimination on the basis of race is to speak openly and candidly on the subject of race,
and to apply the Constitution with eyes open to the unfortunate effects of centuries of racial discrimination. (para. 4&11)
Grade point averages (GPA) and standardized test scores on the American College Test
(ACT) and Scholastic Aptitude Test, later known as the Scholastic Achievement Test (SAT), often serve as major determinants of college acceptance and placement in college-level courses.
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Due to mounting costs for test preparation and examination, and the fees required to send score
reports to colleges and universities of interest, many families of meager financial resources may
opt out. Coupled with financial concerns, “achievement is also likely to be significantly influenced by learning opportunities outside of school---the supportiveness of families and the communities in which students live” (Goldhaber & Ӧzek, 2019, p. 480), which hinder many African
American students and those from first-generation families. As a result, The Condition of College & Career Readiness report by ACT (2016) offered data showing that performance on the
ACT for African American students is substandard, with proficiency of only 13% in math, and
33% in English, as compared to 50% and 73% for Whites, and 70% and 75% for Asian Americans, respectively.
Aside from the high costs of standardized tests, questions surrounding the validity of the
scores abound. Soares and Ovaska (2015) report test bias ultimately correlated scores with socioeconomic status, race/ethnicity, and the educational attainment of parents, rather than academic
achievement, or “intelligence.” Consequently, many colleges and universities are shifting their
admission decisions from a reliance on test scores to other application materials, choosing the
alternative options of test optional, test flexible or test blind. Test optional institutions do not require ACT or SAT scores to be submitted as part of the application. Test flexible institutions allow students to submit various test scores with their application, and test blind colleges and universities do not require any standardized test scores (College Raptor, 2017).
Selectivity of Institutions
With increasingly competitive standards for admission to colleges and universities,
highly selective institutions have “a negative impact on access for low-income and minority applicants” (Engle & O’Brien, 2004, p. 48). More concerned with their mission, reputation, or
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graduation rate, colleges and universities recruit “the most academically-qualified students, rather than serving as an access point for diverse populations” (Engle & O’Brien, 2004, p. 48),
which consequently excludes the most vulnerable students. As a result, African American students primarily attend low, or minimally-selective schools with the lowest graduation rates
(Flowers, 2007; Horn, 2006).
Cognitive and Non-Cognitive Readiness for Higher Education
Acquisition and the transfer of skills to higher education are critical factors in the successful transition from familiar environments to those that serve as pathways to combat generational poverty. However, upon arrival on campuses of postsecondary institutions, many students
face additional difficulties with acclimating to college life.
Lack of Human Capital, Acquisition and Transferability of Academic Skills
Identified as “the skills and abilities and qualities and resources that each individual possesses” (Tough, 2008, p. 39), human capital typically acquired during early and middle education serves as the foundation for learning in postsecondary institutions. Students who possess diminished skills, abilities, qualities, and resources from minimal exposure during primary and
secondary studies may carry forward those same deficits to institutions of higher education and
fail.
Rose (2013) informs us that “the use of local property taxes to fund public schooling has
been widely considered a key element in the maintenance of unequal educational spending and
opportunities based on class and race nationwide” (p. 458). Often instructed by teachers with less
than five years of experience, students in urban schools are also regularly taught by those with a
college degree unrelated to the field of instruction (Jerald & Ingersoll, 2002). They further write
that “classes in high-poverty schools were 77% more likely to be assigned to an out of field
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teacher than classes in low-poverty schools” (p. 5). Teachers’ limited understanding of such crucial subjects is further impacted by ineffective instruction. Referred to as a “pedagogy of poverty,” the use of the repetitive flow through the sharing of information, in concert with instruction that is monotonous, routine, and emphasizing rote memorization, as well as limited course
offerings in college preparatory classes, present students with an environment that is not conducive to learning, or sufficient to prepare them for the collegiate environment (Ladson-Billings,
1997). Additionally, with a scarcity of resources such as basic textbooks or overcrowded classrooms (Kozol, 1991), students experience inadequate conditions for deeper learning.
With limited skillsets developed in secondary schools, students face difficulties in acclimating to university courses. Under-developed critical thinking skills and a lack of comprehension when reading scholarly articles minimizes their engagement in academic discourse (Chhen
Stewart, 2012; Schramm-Possinger & Powers, 2015). Consequently, many students become disengaged in course discussions, or struggle to complete higher-order assignments. Ultimately,
their feelings of alienation may result in the students experiencing diminished self-esteem, selfefficacy, and a decrease in motivation to continue their studies (Chhen Stewart, 2012).
Lack of Social and Cultural Capital
Bourdieu and Wacquant (1992) identify social capital as “the sum of the resources…that
accrue to an individual or a group by virtue of possessing a durable network of more or less institutionalized relationships of mutual acquaintance and recognition” (p. 119). Among various definitions, cultural capital is defined by Lamont and Lareau (1988) as a “legitimate culture made up
of high-status cultural signals (attitudes, preferences, behaviors, and goods) used in direct or indirect social and cultural exclusion” (p. 164). Being African American, or first-generation and
low-income, limits exposure to social connections, cultural artifacts, or experiences that support
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student success in postsecondary studies. Having minimal social and cultural capital contributes
to unfamiliarity with the higher education application, enrollment, and membership processes.
This reduces the likelihood of opportunities for membership in honor associations or other exclusive affiliations that can offer academic support (Atherton, 2014). Despite being provided with
information about campus resources, many students attempt to navigate systems independently,
and under-utilize the critical support systems offered by universities for their survival (Choy,
2001).
An investment projected to offer a substantial rate of return, students who attain a college
degree expect to be able to pay off student loan debt and ultimately increase their standard of living (Baum & Lee, 2017). Although students are in great need, often they are disadvantaged by
being unaware of scholarship eligibility criteria, deterred by the complicated application process,
or fail to meet critical deadlines (Rosinger & Ford, 2019). As a result, federal grant aid for which
students may be qualified goes undistributed (Choy, 2001). This increases the total out-of-pocket
costs of attending college and the subsequent financial burden. If they fail to persist, the opportunity to earn higher pay, as anticipated by attaining a college degree, is drastically reduced,
though their obligations to repay student loans persists.
Failure to seek academic advising or social support increases the difficulty of navigating
career pathways and extends the time needed to complete a degree. This is often compounded by
the election of unnecessary courses and making poor decisions on course selection (Thayer,
2000; Drotos & Cilesiz, 2014; Vargas, 2004). Discouraged, many students become disengaged
and ultimately decide to walk away from their studies.
Additionally, feelings of isolation and alienation are magnified because of concerns about
making friends, fitting in at college, and worries about being on their own (Chhen Stewart, 2012;
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Drotos & Cilesiz, 2014). Being a limited commodity, their time is likely consumed with “survival-related” activities and fewer opportunities to participate in campus activities where friendships could be formed. For those that commute to campus, such problems are intensified.
Financing Unmet Tuition Costs
Students from low-income families face additional barriers regarding economic factors.
Students with limited resources are challenged with financing unmet tuition charges, fees, and
out-of-pocket living expenses (Zepke & Leach, 2010). The inability to secure on-campus employment enforces limitations based on the number of hours worked, type of work, and low minimum wage. Consequently, students seek employment outside of campus to meet financial obligations. However, the cost of working more hours results in critical time being taken from focusing on their studies (Prospero & Vohra-Gupta, 2007). As a result, many students struggle to stay
abreast of assignments and may begin to fall behind or drop out altogether. Working more than
20 hours per week has been shown to have adverse effects on retention and time to graduation
(Titus, 2010).
Factors from Target Population Attending Predominantly White Institutions
As colleges and universities become increasingly diverse, the failure to acknowledge the
unique needs of the student body can be detrimental to the attainment of postsecondary degrees
for the most vulnerable students.
Racial Climate, Mental Health and Racial Culture
Given the barriers and attrition encountered by students from first-generation, low-income, and African American families, being engaged in the educational experience is crucial.
However, several factors impact students’ ability to acclimate to a university’s campus and culture. This is especially true for institutions with historical policies or practices of Eurocentrism
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and racial discrimination, those with affluent student bodies, or predominately White university
campuses dissimilar from the communities of the students they admit. The campus racial climate
is sensitive to events that occur locally, on other campuses, or national occurrences driven by
events surrounding race and/or ethnicity. Defined as “the current attitudes, perceptions, and expectations within a university community about issues of race, ethnicity and diversity” (Quaye et
al., 2014, p. 22), racial climate can enhance feelings of isolation and alienation for African
American students, especially at predominately White institutions.
Based on race, socioeconomic status, and community of residence, commonly accepted
ways of thinking and behaving are impacted by lived experience. African American students
have often encountered segregated communities in which increased violence, drug activity, incarceration, police presence, and food insecurity (LaMay, 2016; Lareau, 2011) were prevalent.
Having to withstand the “psychological and spiritual consequences of discrimination almost endlessly” (Harrington, 1971, pp. 82-83), many African Americans have been cognitively conditioned to endure life outside of the mainstream. Such conditioning is housed in strategies of selfpreservation and methods of interacting with society at-large, deemed by students of color to be
critical to their survival (Degruy, 2017). While White Americans generally believe that members
of law enforcement uphold their duties to protect and serve, many African Americans fear police
presence, due to media broadcasts, or direct incidents in which they witness abuse, negligence,
and fatal brutality, from sworn officers of the law.
The police killing of unarmed Black men, too common in the U.S., poses significant psychological harm to many African Americans. Bor et al. (2018) determined that African Americans, more than any other racial demographic, encountered worse mental health (stress, depression, and other emotional problems) after being exposed to police killings in the state in which
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they reside. Exposure to police killings may lead to mental health instability, and social media
outlets have given a sense of immediacy to the killings as the images are spread across the nation. Consequently, the “mental health burden from police killings among Black Americans is
nearly as large as the mental health burden associated with diabetes” (Bor et al., 2018, p. 7).
Often used to diagnose veterans upon their return from active duty and to measure the
damaging effects from their combat experiences, the American Psychiatric Association (2013)
identifies post-traumatic stress syndrome by a precipitating event of exposure, injury, or sexual
violence in one or more of the following:
Directly experiencing the traumatic event(s). Witnessing, in person, the event(s) as it occurred to others. Learning that the traumatic event occurred to a close family member or
close friend...{or} experiencing repeated or extreme exposure to aversive details of the
traumatic event(s)…{and does not} does not apply to exposure through electronic media,
television, movies, or pictures, unless exposure is work related. (p. 271)
LaMay (2016) acknowledges that “post-traumatic stress shows up in our schools every
day” (p. 68). Not yet classified as a mental disorder precipitated by conditions of race, economic
instability, or housing and food insecurity in the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental
Disorders, recurring toxic stress may result in complex traumas which harm the well-being of
individuals and their families. Repeated exposure to numerous precipitating events causes immeasurable harm and contributes to the further decline of a student’s psychological health.
Culture refers to a system of shared knowledge and beliefs that shape human perceptions
and social behavior, or a unique perspective or worldview that is likely to be shared by members
of a cultural group (Reyes-Blanes & Daunic, 1996). Racial culture is “deeply, embedded…values, beliefs, and assumptions...shape[s] the norms and behaviors of faculty, staff, and students on
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college campuses” (Quaye et al., 2014, p. 23). Far more pervasive than variability of climate, racial culture, despite initiatives to enhance inclusion, can be virtually unchangeable.
Students who attend dissimilar college campuses can face the increased likelihood of alienation and isolation due to their inability to incorporate their “cultural backgrounds and identities, into educational spaces, programs, practices, events, and activities” (Quaye et al., 2014, p.
25). Based on ingrained and deep-rooted ethics built into the fabric of the institution, campus
culture impacts the engagement of dissimilar students (Zepke & Leach, 2010).
Faculty and Student Cultural Incongruity
In addition to the homogeneous student body, students who attend predominantly White
institutions often encounter a lack in diversity of instructors and professors. In the Chronicle of
Higher Education, Hammond (2013) reported that of over 1,600 institutions surveyed, only 3%
employed full-time faculty who were primarily of African American or Hispanic ancestry. Cultural incongruence between students, faculty, staff, and administration highlights the dissimilarity and incompatibility of knowledge, beliefs, and social behavior. Cultural dissonance is the
friction caused because of such differences. Incongruity between students, their faculty, and administration further exacerbate feelings of disconnect from the campuses they attend. Such dissonance can negatively impact participation in activities that could otherwise prove beneficial to
access, persistence, or degree completion. As the discrepancy between the student’s ethnic heritage and classroom or instructor’s ethnicity grows, diverse students experience educational discontinuities (Reyes-Blanes & Daunic, 1996).
Campus Culture and Diversity Initiatives
Campuses of predominately White universities are also institutions that historically fail to
equitably fund or adequately sponsor programs that support their African American students.
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Feeling like “second-class citizens,” students often enter a non-welcoming environment and experience micro-aggressions, “everyday verbal, nonverbal, and environmental slights, snubs, or
insults, whether intentional or unintentional, that communicate hostile, derogatory, or negative
messages to target persons based solely upon their marginalized group membership” (Sue, 2010,
p. 3). Although administrators speak openly about diversity, there is minimal effort “toward creating a culturally diverse, tolerant and sensitive environment” (Jones et al., 2002, p. 28). Though
institutions may offer diversity initiatives and cross-cultural centers, Jones et al. (2002)
acknowledge:
Lack of support…lack of diversity on campus resources…present justification for the existence of the cross-cultural center, programs and events {and} the copius {sic} amount
of money allocated for intercollegiate sports (e.g. such as the football team) and the limited funding provided to the center or diversity initiatives. (p. 28 & p. 31)
Problem Statement
Perry et al. (2010) indicate that a high-quality education is not just a civil right, “it is the
foundation necessary to sustain our democracy and modern civilization” (p. 93). The magnitude
of intergenerational poverty that persists in the African American community and in first-generation and low-income families is inconceivable. According to De Brey et al. (2019), the 6-year
graduation rate for first-time, full-time undergraduate students who began their pursuit of a bachelor’s degree at a 4-year degree-granting institution in fall 2010 was highest for Asian and White
students at 74% and 64%, respectively. In contrast, only 40% of Black students graduate within
six years. The existing gap of college degree attainment between these populations foreshadows
the continued pervasive nature of intergenerational poverty. Often measured as differences in
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achievement, Samuels (2019) regards this gap as poverty-based, where socioeconomic composition is the greatest predictor of success (para. 4). Gorski (2013) identifies this measurable distance as a gap in opportunities. Data indicated that 75% of Black students attend “majority-minority” schools in which 60% or more of their classmates live in poverty (Tatum, 2017). Schools
with greater racial segregation, in areas of concentrated poverty, are likely to have less-qualified
teachers, inadequate classroom resources, or insufficient facilities (Tatum, 2017). As a result, African Americans who grow up in these poverty-stricken environments are less likely to be prepared for postsecondary studies and ultimately be unable to find suitable employment to ensure
financial stability for themselves and their families.
With the goal of overcoming their challenges and attaining higher education degrees, institutions must be positioned to create opportunities to boost collegiate access and offer innovative programs to enhance student retention to degree completion. It is imperative to evaluate programs that encourage student persistence and academic success.
Purpose of the Study
As the student body on college campuses becomes more diverse, administrators
acknowledge difficulties with attrition, academic achievement, and degree acquisition. Intended
“to optimize the student experience and enhance the learning outcomes and development of students and the performance, and reputation of the institution” (Trowler, 2010, p. 2), strategies to
promote student engagement must be explored.
Founded in 1986 by the Code of Federal Regulations 34CFR Part 647, the Ronald E.
McNair Postbaccalaureate Achievement Program, hereafter known as the McNair Scholars Pro-
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gram, was created to increase undergraduate success and enrollment in doctoral programs by students from first-generation and low-income families, and students underrepresented in graduate
education (African Americans, Hispanic Americans, Native Americans, Pacific Islanders).
Initially funded in 2007, Eastern Michigan University received a $1.2 million dollar grant
to create a McNair Scholars Program on its’ campus. Subsequent grants were awarded in 2012
and 2017 in the form of 5-year awards of $1.3 million in 2012 and $1.4 million in 2017. Funded
to serve 35 students during the timeframe of this study, the EMU McNair Scholars Program offers comprehensive support in promoting its participants' completion of undergraduate studies,
and enrollment and completion of post-undergraduate degrees.
Acknowledging the many challenges African Americans face while attending predominantly White college campuses, the purpose of this research is to conduct a causal comparative/quasi-experimental analysis to evaluate whether African Americans or students from lowincome and first-generation families who participated in the Eastern Michigan University
McNair Scholars Program---held higher grade point averages, persisted for a greater number of
semesters, or graduated at higher rates---than students who lacked program affiliation, given historic imposition of inequities, institutional barriers, and systemic discrimination encountered in
institutions of higher learning.
Significance of the Study
Given the highly publicized gap in degree attainment for African American students, and
in those who identify as first-generation and come from low-income families, participation in
high impact educational practices holds promise. Surpassing traditional pedagogies in which deficit models explored individual attributes as the cause of academic failure, the utilization of highimpact practices for these traditionally underserved populations meets students at their point of
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college entry and provides them with experiences that produce lasting results for self-reported
gains in deep learning, general education, practical competence, and personal and social development (Finley & McNair, 2013).
A college education is the “single largest determinant of social mobility for those with the
lowest income” (Strauss, 2018, para. 9). Failure to explore interventions for increased attainment will likely perpetuate poverty for future generations. Research that explores the acquisition,
transference of wealth and financial mobility through the attainment of a college degree provides
a potential solution to the pervasive nature of intergenerational poverty.
Research Questions
The following questions will guide the focus of this research study:
1. Do African Americans or students from first-generation and low-income families who participate in the Eastern Michigan university (EMU) McNair Scholars Program have higher GPAs
than EMU students from the same demographic who lack program participation?
2. Do African Americans or students from first-generation and low-income families who participate in the EMU McNair Scholars Program have higher retention rates than EMU students
from the same demographic who lack program participation?
3. Do African Americans or students from first-generation and low-income families who participate in the EMU McNair Scholars Program have higher degree attainment than EMU students from the same demographic who lack program participation?
Hypothesis for the Current Study
The following three hypotheses are explored in the current study:
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Null Hypothesis 1---Influence of the EMU McNair Scholars Program on Student GPA
H0: African Americans, or students from first-generation and low-income families who
participate in the Eastern Michigan University (EMU) McNair Scholars Program will have no
difference in GPA compared to those who did not participate.
H1: African Americans or students from first-generation and low-income families who
participate in the Eastern Michigan University (EMU) McNair Scholars Program will have differences in GPA compared to those who did not participate.
Null Hypothesis 2---Influence of the EMU McNair Scholars Program on Student Retention
H0: African Americans or students from first-generation and low-income families who
participate in the EMU McNair Scholars Program will have no difference in rates of retention
compared to those who did not participate.
H1: African Americans or students from first-generation and low-income families who
participate in the EMU McNair Scholars Program will have differences in rates of retention
compared to those who did not participate.
Null Hypothesis 3---Influence of the EMU McNair Scholars Program on Degree Attainment
H0: African Americans, or students from first-generation and low-income families who
participate in the EMU McNair Scholars Program will have no difference in degree attainment
compared to those who did not participate.
H1: African Americans or students from first-generation and low-income families who
participate in the EMU McNair Scholars Program will have differences in degree attainment
compared to those who did not participate.
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Definition of Terms
As governed by Title 34 Part §647 of the Code of Federal Regulations (CFR); and sections 75.590 and 75.520 of the Education Department General Administrative Regulations (EDGAR), the Government Publishing Office (2011) identifies the following definitions are consistent with legislation that governs the EMU McNair Scholars Program and will be utilized for
the current study.
•

Black or African American: A person having origins in any of the Black racial
groups of Africa.

•

Ex post facto: An assessment of an intervention “after the fact.”

•

First-Generation College Student: (a) A student neither of whose natural or adoptive
parents received a baccalaureate degree; or (b) A student who, prior to the age of 18, regularly resided with and received support from only one parent and whose supporting parent did not receive a baccalaureate degree; or (c) an individual who, prior to the age of
18, did not regularly reside with or receive support from a natural or adoptive parent.

•

High-Impact Practices: Educationally purposeful activities that demand considerable
time and effort; interaction with faculty and peers about substantive matters to increase
the likelihood that students will interact with diverse populations and receive opportunities to obtain frequent feedback about their performance; and opportunities to reflect, integrate, synthesize and apply knowledge that extends beyond the classroom (Kuh, 2008;
National Survey of Student Engagement, 2007).

•

Low-Income individual: An individual whose family’s taxable income did not exceed
150% of the poverty level amount in the calendar year preceding the year in which the
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individual initially participated in the project. The poverty level amount is established by
the Bureau of the Census of the U.S. Department of Commerce.
•

Research or Other Scholarly Activities: An educational activity that meets the following criteria
o is more rigorous than is typically available to undergraduates in a classroom setting;
o is definitive in its start and end dates;
o contains appropriate benchmarks for completion of various components; and
o is conducted under the guidance of an appropriate faculty member with experience in the relevant discipline.

•

Student Engagement: The amount of time and effort students put into their studies and
educationally purposeful activities and how the institution deploys its resources and organizes the curriculum, other learning opportunities, and support services to induce students to participate in activities that lead to the experiences and desired outcomes such as
persistence, satisfaction, learning, and graduation (Kuh, et al., 2006, p. 44).

Organization of the Dissertation
Chapter 1 of this dissertation introduced the factors responsible for the gap in degree
achievement for African American students, and those from first-generation and low-income
families, and the pervasive issue of generational poverty which persists as a result. Background
factors and residual problems with college access, cognitive and non-cognitive challenges, and
cultural and financial barriers at predominately White institutions serve as the causes of lower
degree completion. Chapter 1 also discussed the purpose and significance of the study and
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identified the research questions and hypotheses. Chapter 2 provides a literature review of
research on student engagement and the history of federal TRIO programs. Chapter 3 details the
methodology of this dissertation. Chapter 4 presents the results derived from statistical analysis
in International Business Machines (IBM) Statistical Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS)
version 26. Chapter 5 provides a discussion of the results, and Chapter 6 includes implications
from this research, with suggestions for future studies.
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Chapter 2: Literature Review
This chapter explores the theoretical perspectives used by researchers to assess factors
influencing retention, academic achievement, and dimensions of student engagement. The historical origins of student engagement research are identified, and the timeline for federal TRIO
programs is provided.
Perspectives Used to Explore Retention and Degree Attainment
Often studied through the lens of researcher expertise, retention studies attempt to identify factors of causation for lower academic outcomes based on student engagement. According
to Aljohani (2016), constructs from a sociological perspective explore how an individual is positioned for academic success, based on socioeconomic status and race, including, for example, academic preparedness due to under-resourced schools. Research from this perspective seeks to
determine the impacts of academic preparation on retention and academic success in higher education. Social perspectives examine relationships with faculty, staff, friends, and family. Tinto’s
(1988) concept of social integration as one of two major determinants of retention is housed in
this perspective. Organizational theories examine institutional structure, size, selectivity, resources, and faculty-student ratios. Research that examines institutions with varying levels of selectivity and the academic success of students contribute to the body of knowledge around the
topic of institutional variance. Theories housed in a psychological perspective consider studentdriven factors, such as self-efficacy, self-concept, mindset, internal locus of control, and grit.
College campuses often seek to enhance retention based on psychological characteristics, such as
promoting the motivation to learn, and student involvement, which directly influence student
persistence and degree attainment (Klem & Connell, 2004; Kuh, 2008).
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Cultural perspectives identify differences in home and institution/campus culture. Such
research compares the experiences of African Americans enrolled at historically Black colleges
and universities to those attending predominantly White institutions. An economic stance explores questions of time, energy, financial constraints, and analysis of costs versus benefits. Finally, interactional perspectives attempt to measure the intersection of various perspectives and
impact on retention and degree attainment longitudinally (Aljohani, 2016).
Retention research typically focuses on “gender, race and ethnicity, socioeconomic status, high school GPA as well as the interaction between these variables” (Reason, 2003, p. 177),
and their effect on persistence in higher education. Predictability of retention is positively correlated with high school GPA and scores on admissions tests for college (ACT/SAT). In fact, “students with the highest SAT scores were six times more likely to graduate in four years than were
students with the lowest SAT scores” (Reason, 2003, p. 177). Gender has produced mixed results with impact on retention. More often, women were retained. Type of institution, degree program, and type of housing were also linked to retention. Race, ethnicity, high school rank, GPA
during the first year of college, desire to finish college, parental education, academic self-concept, and financial aid received from grants and others sources of funding were all assessed to
determine their influence on retention, though results vary among minority and non-minority students (Reason, 2003). Findings of the article suggested that although research studies have identified associations between aforementioned factors and academic achievement, “changing demographics of the college population, it is believed, will affect how higher education researchers
and policy makers view retention in the future” (Reason, 2003, p. 173).
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Dimensions of Engagement
As a complex construct, researchers have explored various dimensions that comprise engagement. These include intellectual, emotional, behavioral, cognitive, physical, social, and cultural engagement. Specifically designed to stimulate curiosity and interest, intellectual engagement, also referred to as academic engagement, seeks to enhance motivation and student involvement in the learning process. Strategies to promote positive emotion are the focus of emotional engagement. By developing stronger relational ties between school faculty, staff, and students, this type of engagement explores to what degree students feel a sense of belonging to their
institution. It is believed that if a student makes a deeper emotional investment, it will then be
carried over into academics (Great Schools Partnership, 2014; Davis et al., 2012). Often measured by teacher assessment or student self-report, behavioral engagement consists of a “student’s
effort, persistence, participation, and compliance with school structures” (Davis et al., 2012, p.
23). Often in primary or secondary settings, teachers establish cues or signals to refocus and redirect students or employ routine strategies to minimize the monotonous methods for which lessons are taught (Great Schools Partnership, 2014). With cognitive engagement, students try to
understand tasks. Identified by a student’s individual will, and influenced by self-efficacy, cognitive engagement includes the skills and strategies students employ, and the quality of effort put
forth in learning material.
Often referred to as kinesthetic learning, participating through hands-on or physical activities, and exercises which encourage movement, are those that support physical engagement
(Great Schools Partnership, 2014). The use of social interactions that bring students together in
collaborative projects, teams, service learning, or others that combine academic learning through
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social avenues, can be described as social engagement. Specific to unique populations, to encourage cultural engagement, universities may provide “special” orientation sessions, events of
cultural relevance or significance, and the intentional modification of culturally insensitive material to include culturally inclusive contributions from members of diverse backgrounds. Such initiatives seek to reduce student alienation and isolation (Great Schools Partnership, 2014).
Background of Student Engagement Research
As a complex construct, student engagement has been defined by researchers using various tenets. Coates (2007) defines engagement as, “a broad construct intended to encompass salient academic as well as certain non-academic aspects of the student experience” (p. 122). Axelson and Flick (2010) examine “how involved or interested students appear to be in their learning,
and how connected they are to their classes, their institutions, and each other” (p. 38). Groccia
(2018) proposes a multidimensional definition that requires engagement in learning, on three levels: behavioral, affective, and cognitive. At the behavioral level, “the learner must have some degree of participation or effort and be persistent in the learning process” (Groccia, 2018, p. 14). At
the affective level, “interest in the experience that results in…establishing a level of commitment” (Groccia, 2018, p. 14) and to be cognitively engaged, a student should have mental activity about and create linkages among experiences.
Originating with Ralph Tyler’s concept of “time on task,” research on engagement focused on the relationship between time and learning. His findings determined that the amount of
time devoted to academic work positively influenced student learning (Tyler, 1969). With time
identified as a quantitative measure, C. Robert Pace (1984) researched how effort enhanced the
quality of student experiences in higher education. Exploring the use of facilities on campus and
other opportunities in the college environment, Pace sought to determine how quality of effort
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relates to individual student factors, class standing, and the collegiate environment, to assess student satisfaction and progression of goals in undergraduate studies (Pace, 1984). Original research conducted in 1979 identified (a) personal and social development; (b) general education,
literature, and arts; (c) intellectual skills; and (d) understanding science/technology as clusters of
achievement. An expanded version of the study, in 1983, included vocation as a fifth category in
relation to effort in similar activities. Through his findings, it was determined that neither student
demographics, nor the amount of time spent on any given task were factors for engagement on
college campuses (Pace, 1984). However, the effort exerted in “quality” activities, those directly
related to areas on inquiry, was of some influence. From his research came the development of
the now-defunct College Student Experiences Questionnaire (CSEQ), a survey to assess the
quality of effort as it related to student satisfaction and persistence (Pace, 1984). Though seminal
theorists, Tyler and Pace initiated conversations on factors that influence student engagement,
and early research was limited in scope due to the lack of representation of minority and other
non-traditional populations in this sample.
Fashioned as a theory of student involvement, Alexander Astin developed a similar construct to describe the “amount of physical and psychological energy that the student devotes to
the academic experience” (Astin, 1999, p. 518). He felt greater emphasis should be placed on the
behavioral manifestation of involvement, rather than the psychological impetus of motivation.
His interest encompassed how, not why; a student chooses to become involved. This resembled
the Freudian concept of cathexis, the psychological energy exuded in objects and people outside
of themselves (Astin, 1999). In addition to the investment of physical and psychological energy,
this theory postulates that involvement on varying levels occurs on a continuum that is both
quantitative and qualitative, in direct proportion to the quality and quantity of student learning
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and personal development, and is directly influenced by educational policies and practices (Astin, 1999).
Vincent Tinto’s theory of individual departure is housed in Van Gennep’s The Rites of
Passage 1960s study. Writing that “the process of transmission of relationships between succeeding groups was marked by three distinct phases or stages, each with its own specialized ceremonies and rituals” (Tinto, 1993, p. 92), Tinto’s theory of individual departure formalizes the
process for which a student moves from their native environments to the often-foreign cultures of
college campuses. Separation, the first phase, is marked by the decline of affiliation with past
associations. The abrupt departure is marked by severing connections to customs, traditions, and
rules of membership to which the student has been accustomed. Literally, students must disassociate themselves from familial or native communities. During the second phase, transition, the
theory suggests that interaction with members of the new group must occur in order for students
to “learn the knowledge and skills for the performance of their specific role in the new group”
(Tinto, 1993, p. 93). Incorporation, the third and final phase, seeks to immerse students in the
new environment by acclimation. With adherence to patterns and behaviors of the new group,
students are believed to have made the complete transition.
Hypothesized as a major determinant of persistence, Vincent Tinto’s theory of individual
departure identifies academic and social integration as the key factors of student engagement.
Academic integration is primarily concerned with the “formal education of students” and is directed to classrooms and laboratories within the institution; it involves faculty, staff, and others
who share the primary objective of student education (Tinto, 1993). By contrast, social integration includes more informal daily life and personal interactions with peers, faculty, and staff. In
less formal settings, it primarily enhances the social connectedness of students to the university,
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and stimulates their individual and intellectual growth (Tinto, 1993). The theory postulates that
as students become more academically and socially integrated, they also become more committed to the institution, which increases their likelihood of persistence and graduation (Kuh et al.,
2006).
Hu (2010) assessed factors of academic and social engagement and determined that although a linear relationship could not be confirmed, students with middle to high academic
achievement, and those with high social engagement, demonstrated the greatest likelihood of
persistence (Hu, 2010). Additionally, Hu (2011) assessed the determinants of academic and social engagement for students attending a higher education institution. African Americans, he
found, were more likely to be engaged. Students who received more financial support from their
parents, or those who were recipients of scholarships and/or awards, were more engaged, socially, and academically. Surprisingly, those who had at least one parent with a bachelor’s degree, were less engaged than their first-generation peers (Hu, 2011).
Although popularized as one of the leading theories addressing student engagement in institutions of higher learning, Tinto’s theory lacks the sense of community and embedded responsibility that many African American students bring to the campus setting. Close-knit communities are not only bound by physical proximity but also adhere to unspoken rules that govern ways
of thinking and interacting with one another. Possibly unknown to others, as a society within itself, these communities often establish unique methods of communication that differ from the
interaction that occurs with society at-large. As a community, African Americans establish a culture dependent on one another for survival. With historical underpinning, Degruy (2017) indicates that
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African societies were arranged and based upon kinship relationships. The extended family was an interdependent unit that provided for the care of the children, the sick, and the
elderly…The extended family structure was part of a survival strategy. Family co-operation meant the survival of a tribe or group. Similarly, in African American culture, not
only is there an extended family but also what has come to be known as fictive kinship,
meaning that unrelated individuals are granted the status of family by being given the
names of aunt, uncle, cousin, and so on. With such titles come unique rights and privileges of free interacting with the family. (p. 19)
As a member of these communities, an inter-cultural and deeply-felt charge to remain
"loyal" to the group, while also seeking their own individual goals, persists. Noah (2016) describes the gravitational pull of these communities that “never leaves you behind, but… never
lets you leave. Because by making the choice to leave, you’re insulting the place that raised you
and made you and never turned you away. And that place fights you back” (p. 219).
In close-knit families, students are often expected to remain part of their daily home lives.
With predetermined role assignments passed from one generation to the next, such continuity can
be interrupted by a student who decides to attend college. Attempting to remain part of their native culture, they feel controlled by responsibilities to their families and their communities.
Whether working in tandem to offset the burdens faced by an over-committed single parent,
serving as a mentor or role model to younger siblings, offering financial assistance to mitigate
household obligations, or as the sole caregiver for incapacitated family members, family responsibilities are impacted by the decisions students make regarding their future. Becoming acclimated to the culture of higher education can pose internal conflicts, as well as opposition within
their respective communities. As their academic identity struggles to emerge, many endure
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“breakaway guilt.” Driven by the sense of honor bestowed on them by their families, and a desire
to help their communities, they are considered “saviors,” but may simultaneously experience
feelings of alienation and isolation that lead to and exacerbate psychological distress (BanksSantilli, 2015; Hicks, 2003). Separation from existing familial or communal relationships, traditions, customs, or rules of membership is likely to further alienate students from the environment
they have relied upon for support and survival (Degruy, 2017).
Spady’s retention theory explores two systems, and factors in each of those systems, as
key attributes that contribute to student involvement. Within the academic system, grades and
intellectual development are measured. While in the social system, normative congruence and
friendship support are assessed (Aljohani, 2016). According to Aljohani (2016), Spady’s theory
states:
The quality of the interactions between the students and the environment of their academic institutions…is the result of the exposure of individual students’ attributes such as
dispositions, interests, attributes and skills…of their institutions including courses, faculty members, administrators and peers. (p. 5)
John Bean’s student attrition model posits that students' beliefs shape their attitudes,
which shape behaviors and ultimately impact retention. Influenced by experiences at their home
institution, students form ways of thinking and acting, which ultimately contribute to their sense
of belonging at the institution (Kuh et al., 2006). As a result, students may either decide to stay at
the institution or leave. Like employees in an organization, the theory suggests that students exit
from institutions of higher learning for similar reasons (Aljohani, 2016).
Creating a more formal interaction between students and faculty, in 1980, Pascarella ex-
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plored the benefits of these relationships in varying contexts. His model of student-faculty informal contact posits that greater influence occurs from these blended relationships when intellectual content is carried from formal to “informal non-classroom contexts” (Aljohani, 2016, p. 9).
Utilizing a multifaceted ideology, Bean and Metzner’s non-traditional undergraduate student attrition model focuses on commuter students. Like other models that highlight the construct of social integration, this model utilizes background, defining, academic, and environmental variables as factors that directly affect academic and psychological student outcomes. Including finances, employment, external encouragement, and family responsibilities, a more extensive
exploration of extraneous environmental variables would provide a greater understanding of concerns for commuter and other non-traditional students (Aljohani, 2016).
Deviating from a student-centered stance, Chickering and Gamson's seven principles of
good practice explore how institutions of higher learning can enhance student engagement. By
encouraging contact between students and faculty, developing reciprocity and cooperation
among students, encouraging active learning, giving prompt feedback, emphasizing the amount
of time on a task, communicating high-expectations, and respecting diverse talents and ways of
learning, institutions attempt to redesign the way in which students, faculty, staff and administrators interact and re-conceptualize what it takes to succeed in these environments (Chickering, &
Gamson, 1987).
Housed in the theoretical framework of Chickering and Gamson, the 1999 National Survey of Student Engagement initiative created The College Student Report to predict academic
success and degree attainment in higher education student populations. Forty-seven questions
survey 10 engagement indicators which are grouped into four themes, all of which have been
confirmed to enhance engagement (Table 1).
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Table 1
Themes and Engagement Indicators
Theme

Engagement Indicator

Academic Challenge

Higher-Order Learning
Reflective & Integrative Learning
Learning Strategies
Quantitative Reasoning
Learning with Peers
Collaborative Learning
Discussions with Diverse Others
Experiences with Faculty
Student-Faculty Interaction
Effective Teaching Practices
Campus Environment
Quality of Interactions
Supportive Environment
Note: This table provides engagement indicators and themes for questions on the National Survey of Student Engagement.
Theoretical Framework
As identified by the National Survey of Student Engagement, Kuh et al., (2006) define
student engagement as follows:
The amount of time and effort students put into their studies and educationally purposeful
activities and…how the institution deploys its resources and organizes the curriculum,
other learning opportunities, and support services to induce students to participate in activities that lead to the experiences and desired outcomes such as persistence, satisfaction,
learning, and graduation. (p. 44)
Considering the multifaceted focus this definition entails, use of a relevant theory that encompasses a multidimensional strategy to enhance student engagement, and ultimately academic
achievement, is a necessity. Acknowledging the sociological factors that often position students
at an undue disadvantage prior to beginning college, a student’s time and effort in relevant edu-
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cational activities must also contribute to economic, social, and academic theoretical perspectives. In addition to student effort, Kuh (2008) explores institutional support in the deployment of
resources, curriculum organization and other experiential opportunities and supportive services
that “induce students to participate in activities that lead to the experiences and desired outcomes
such as persistence, satisfaction, learning, and graduation” (Kuh et al., 2006, p. 44). While resources, structured learning, and support services extend the responsibility of engagement in organizations, encouraging students to participate in learning opportunities provides them with the
psychological perspective to ignite both the desire to learn, and to become actively involved in
such educationally purposeful activities.
Understanding the need to address engagement from a more complex domain, this dissertation is housed in the theoretical framework of high-impact practices, which were originally
identified as educationally purposeful activities by the Association of American Colleges and
Universities in 2007. It was further researched by the founding director of the National Survey of
Student Engagement, Dr. George Kuh, in partnership with the Association of American Colleges
and Universities Liberal Education and America’s Promise Initiative in 2008. Dr. Kuh expounded on high-impact practices by exploring data collected from the National Survey of Student Engagement and further expanded benefits to students of color.
As an interactional perspective requiring effort from both the student and organizational
perspectives, Kuh (2008) suggests that student participation in at least two activities during the
first and senior years of college could increase their engagement and academic achievement.
However, it is ideal that “institutions would structure the curriculum and other learning opportunities so that one high impact activity is available to every student every year” (Kuh, 2008, p.
20).
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Positively correlated with student learning and academic achievement (Kuh, 2008), highimpact practices (Table 2) are educationally purposeful activities that demand considerable time
and effort; interaction with faculty and peers about substantive matters; and increase the likelihood that students will interact with diverse populations, receive frequent feedback about their
performance, and have opportunities to reflect, integrate, synthesize and apply knowledge that
extends beyond the classroom (Kuh, 2008; National Survey of Student Engagement, 2007).
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Table 2
High-Impact Practices
First-year Seminars and Experiences are courses or workshops that are embedded into the
first-year experience. Within the curriculum, emphasis is on critical inquiry, frequent writing,
information literacy, collaborative learning with focus on emerging intellect and practical
skills.
Common Intellectual Experiences are clusters of courses grouped around a centralized theme
with supplemental activities to enhance learning.
Learning Communities are common intellectual experiences that encourage work as a group
and with professors for readings, around a common topic for students from different disciplines. Learning communities promote shared experiences among groups of students enrolled
in two or more courses.
Writing Intensive Courses are intended to produce and revise various forms of writing for various audiences in different disciplines. With the emphasis on writing, courses intend to enhance skill across the curriculum.
Collaborative Assignment and Projects have two key goals of learning to work and solve
problems in the company of others and sharpening one’s own understanding by listening seriously to the insights of others…with different backgrounds and life experiences.
Undergraduate Research involves students in systematic investigation and research of actively contested questions.
Diversity/Global Learning explores other cultures and global diversity through experiential
learning and study abroad.
Service Learning, Community-based Learning “Experiential Learning” are described as
field-based learning, which gives students “direct experience with issues they are studying in
the curriculum and with efforts to analyze and solve problems in the community.
Internships are direct experiences in a work setting.
Capstone Courses and Projects are culminating events that profile the best work a student has
completed in their degree.
*ePortfolio is a portable, expandable, updatable vehicle for accumulating and presenting evidence of authentic student accomplishment, including the curation of specific proficiencies
and dispositions at given points in time.
Note: List of current high-impact practices by Kuh, G. D. (2008). High impact educational
practices: What they are, who has access to them, and why they matter. Association of American Colleges and Universities.* Watson, C.E., Kuh, G., Rhodes, T., Light, T., & Chen, H.
(2016). Editorial: ePortfolios – The eleventh high impact practice. International Journal of
EPortfolio, (6)2, 65–69. http://www.theijep.com/pdf/IJEP254.pdf
Benefits of High-Impact Practice Involvement
Kuh et al. (2008) determined that participation in pertinent educational practices was positively correlated to cognitive and affective growth and held a statistically significant, positive
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effect on persistence. Consequently, African Americans who participated in high-impact practices experienced greater salutary gains over their White counterparts and increased their likelihood of returning to college for a second year.
Despite variance in ACT scores, student participation in high-impact practices reduced
the difference in first year GPAs between those that received ACT scores of 20, 24 and 28. Students who scored lower on the ACT experienced a reduced gap in first-year GPAs, in comparison to those with higher ACT scores, after having participated in a high-impact practice. As participation in educationally purposeful activities increased, greater gap reduction occurred. It appears that “engaging in educationally purposeful activities helps to level the playing field, especially for students from low-income family backgrounds and others who have been historically
underserved” (Kuh, 2008, p. 22).
Similarly, a study by Kuh et al. (2008) revealed African American students were more
advantaged than their peers when engaged in educationally purposeful activities. In fact, student
engagement had a statistically significant positive effect on persistence. Utilizing GPA as the
major determinant of engagement, Kuh et al. (2006) identified a positive correlation with effective educational practices.
Continuing to explore the impact of individual high-impact practices, Johnson and Stage
(2018) measured level of activity offered by institution and its relation to four-year and six-year
graduation rate, selectivity of institution, and Carnegie Classification: “At least-selective institutions, student research was highly predictive of six-year graduation rates” (Johnson & Stage,
2018, p. 775).
In another study, Zilvinskis (2019) sought to determine whether participation in three
high-impact practices of undergraduate research, internships, and senior capstone projects were
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related to student success, as defined in this study as higher-order learning, effective teaching,
supportive environment, grade point average, and satisfaction with the institution. The study also
measured whether students from varying race and ethnic heritage, and first-generation and transfer status differed in their experiences. Based on this study, undergraduate research comprised
seven characteristics of a high-impact practice: high expectations, student time, collaboration
with peers, faculty feedback, integrated learning, real-world application, and public demonstration. Examining data on time students participated in a research activity, an inverse relationship
was determined with effective teaching, supportive environment, and satisfaction with the university (Zilvinskis, 2019). For African American students who participated in undergraduate research, the amount of time involved in research activities was inversely related to effective
teaching and a supportive environment. Ultimately, it was determined that “students who spent
substantial amounts of time (more than four months and more than five hours a week) in highimpact practices often reported lower levels [of student success] compared with students who
had less time-consuming experiences” (Zilvinskis, 2019, p. 17).
Filkins and Doyle (2002) sought to determine the impact of institutionally-driven engagement initiatives utilizing good educational practices such as: active and collaborative learning,
faculty-student interactions in general education, vocational and workplace skills, and personal
and social development in first-generation and low-income students. Results determined that engagement in educational practices was positively correlated to cognitive and affective growth
(Filkins & Doyle, 2002).
Examining the use of participation in high-impact practices as the theoretical framework
for this dissertation is based on the potential benefits for students who experience barriers that
increase the likelihood of attrition from postsecondary degree programs. Though involvement in
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high-impact practices mitigates the failure to persist, students may never realize such benefits
due to the lack of participation in such activities.
Barriers to High-Impact Practice Involvement
Although greater benefits may be realized from participation in high-impact practices, parttime, first-generation, and African American students are the least likely students to participate
in such activities (Kuh et al., 2017; Kuh, 2008). The following discussion provides a rationale for
such disparities.
Insufficient Contact with Faculty
Kuh (2008) reminds us that:
what faculty think and value also makes a difference, especially as to whether students
will participate in high-impact practices. The more faculty members at a given school
value an activity and think it is important that students at their institution participate in it,
more likely it is that students will participate. (p. 21)
Considering living-learning community involvement, faculty importance is highly associated with the percentage of students who participate. When only somewhat interested, 3% of students participated. However, if faculty felt a high impact activity was important, 29% of students
took part. Finally, a very important level of importance for faculty, corresponded to a participation level of 55% of students (Kuh, 2008). Ultimately, when considering three high impact activities (culminating senior experience, research with a faculty member and participation in study
abroad), when faculty believed activities were very as opposed to somewhat important, senior
participation grew from around 10% to just under 50% (Kuh, 2008).
Unfortunately, even if identified as important, the most vulnerable students have limited
interaction with faculty who are involved with these activities or are in disciplines that fail to
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have high-impact practices embedded in their curriculum. As a result, they are unaware such opportunities exist or are limited in their involvement in educationally purposeful activities. According to the National Survey of Student Engagement (2019), only 11% of students who major
in business engage in such activities, as compared to 46% who major in biological sciences, agricultural or natural sciences. Students from first-generation families are tasked with seeking out
faculty who are engaged in these specific opportunities, often to no avail. And, with yet another
thing to figure out by themselves, students may become overwhelmed and forgo participating in
such activities (Finley & McNair, 2013).
Competing Priorities
According, to Luo and Jamieson-Drake (2015), students who are likely to participate in
study abroad experiences are typically not first-generation and have parents who are financially
stable, with little or no financial concerns. For students from families who are financially insolvent, activities that require additional time and money are unimaginable. With family, school,
and work obligations, “situations involving family or close friends will often take precedence…
regardless of the consequences” (Degruy, 2017, p. 19). Setting aside time to participate in additional activities that are unpaid and syphon time from other duties is unreasonable. Vernon et al.
(2017) state that “both in the costs associated with international travel and costs of lost wages appear to have significant impact on whether or not students decide to study abroad” (p. 4). Many
students are unable to bear the financial implications of being involved in a study abroad experience, and others may be fearful of traveling abroad and decide to forgo opportunities.
Relevance to Learning
According to Finley and McNair (2013), failing to acknowledge the relevancy to their
studies, many students feel that service learning and internship opportunities are a waste of time
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and fail to teach anything new or innovative. As a result, “when our students do not see the connection between the subject at hand and their lives, they tend to become bored and unmotivated”
(Degruy, 2017, p. 31). Students face difficulties in understanding the importance of participation
in educationally purposeful activities. Even if determining relevancy, opportunities may be limited to science, technology, engineering, and math majors. As a result of the limited descriptions
in course catalogs, students may avoid such courses.
Gaps in the Literature
Current literature examines the relationship between participation in high-impact practices
and student success outcomes, either collectively or individually, through student self-report or
institutional records. Some scholars use data from the National Survey of Student Engagement
(NSSE) to assess levels of student involvement in high-impact practices as done or in progress at
participating institutions (Zilvinskis, 2019). As a snapshot, NSSE provides data on student demographics, first-generation and transfer status, type of enrollment, residence, and the college in
which their major is housed. Capturing data on students’ first and/or senior year experiences provides relevant statistics on their level of participation in high-impact practices at the institutions
they attend. Such data may fail to provide context on whether such participation is mandated or
voluntary (National Survey of Student Engagement Annual Results, 2019). Johnson and Stage
(2018) identified how institutions categorize the offering of high-impact practices as not offered,
optional, required for some, and required for all. Although colleges and universities may provide
opportunities to participate in undergraduate faculty-mentored research projects to all students on
their campus, the structure is often “unsystematic…[and] most prominently used in science disciplines” (Kuh, 2008, pp. 9-10). However, gaps in the literature persist as it pertains to the federalsponsoring of a program with systematic implementation and mandatory participation in the
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high-impact practice of undergraduate research during the sophomore, junior and senior years of
collegiate enrollment. The Ronald E. McNair Postbaccalaureate Achievement Program at Eastern Michigan University mandates participation in undergraduate faculty-mentored research and
offers numerous, multi-tiered opportunities to engage in research and scholarly activities. Many
students fail to engage in one or more high-impact practices during undergraduate enrollment.
Membership in the EMU McNair Scholars Program incorporates research-related activities at
every phase of its program curriculum, providing progressive challenging research experiences.
Historical Analysis of Federal TRiO Programs
Legislation in the mid-twentieth century attempted to address racial and socioeconomic
disparities in American society. President Franklin Roosevelt’s New Deal sought to increase land
ownership among America’s citizens; Executive Order 8802, by President Harry S. Truman, provided “full and equitable participation of all workers in defense industries, without discrimination because of race, creed, color, or national origin” (Equal Employment Opportunity Commission, 1941, para. 4). The Fair Deal was President Harry S. Truman’s proposal for “economic opportunity and social stability,” and the Federal Workforce addressed segregation in Executive
Order 9980 (National Archives, 1948).
These executive efforts had a minimal effect on the financial stability of many American
citizens (National Archives, 1948). Michael Harrington’s The Other America: Poverty in the
United States (1962) and “Our Invisible Poor” (1963) by Dwight Macdonald, publicized the
magnitude of poverty in the United States, resulting in President Lyndon B. Johnson’s Great Society legislation, which continued the effort begun by late President John F. Kennedy to “forever
eliminate poverty from the richest nation on earth” (Groutt, 2003, p. 2).
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Determined to end segregation, and race and gender-based discrimination in employment,
the Civil Rights Act of 1964, created the Office of Economic Opportunity, which provided the
coordination and administration of innovative programs targeting the poor (Groutt, 2003). Intended to increase opportunities for citizens living in poverty to earn a wage sufficient to support
themselves and their families, the Economic Opportunity Act of 1964 created Upward Bound
(UB). The pilot program was established in the summer of 1965 to “identify secondary school
students from low-income backgrounds who were underachieving, and to motivate and prepare
them to pursue postsecondary education” (Groutt, 2003, p. 3).
In January 1965, bills H.R. 3220, H.R. 3221 and S. 600 were introduced to the House and
Senate as legislation for The Higher Education Act (HEA) of 1965. The HEA's primary purpose
was “to strengthen the educational resources of our colleges and universities and to provide financial assistance for students in postsecondary and higher education” (Government Publishing
Office, 1965, p. 1219). Later that year, Talent Search (TS), a second program, was created to
support students in applying for federal student aid for postsecondary education.
Special Services for Disadvantaged Students, now called Student Support Services (SSS),
was created by the amended act in 1968 to support college persistence to degree completion.
These three original programs were designated as the "TRiO" initiatives, designed to increase access to higher education and degree attainment for underserved students. Amendments to the
HEA in 1972 added Educational Opportunity Centers (EOC) to support adults with college selection and financing for postsecondary studies, and Veteran’s Upward Bound (VUB), which assists veterans with obtaining postsecondary degrees.
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A 1986 amendment to the HEA designated funds for the Ronald E. McNair Postbaccalaureate Achievement Program (MCN). The program was designed as the final stage of the academic pipeline beginning with pre-college Upward Bound and ending in doctoral degree completion, targeting students traditionally underrepresented in graduate studies. In 1990, Upward
Bound Math and Science (UBMS) joined the TRiO community to support students in secondary
education with persistence in science, technology, engineering, and math disciplines.
As a result of the HEA and subsequent authorizations, the seven federally funded programs, housed in every state, continue to promote equitable access and support for low-income,
first-generation, underrepresented, and students with disabilities. In the 2013-2014 academic
year, TRiO programs represented federal expenditures of $785,720,504, and served more than
758,000 students (Department of Education, 2014).
Named in honor of the late Dr. Ronald Ervin McNair, an African American astronaut
who perished in the Challenger space shuttle incident in 1986, McNair Programs recognize the
importance of research in successful postsecondary studies. In written proposals from the 2017
grant competition, each of the 187 funded programs individually addressed how, in their specific
institutional environment, to best meet the mandatory annual objectives of (a) student participation in research or scholarly activities (b) enrollment in a graduate program the fall semester after
receiving a bachelor's degree (c) continued enrollment in graduate school the subsequent fall semester, and (d) attaining a Ph.D. degree within 10 years of earning a bachelor’s degree.
Program eligibility, as defined by the federal Department of Education, consists of students underrepresented in graduate education (African American, Hispanic, Native American,
Hawaiian and Pacific Islander) or those from low-income and first-generation families, who have
attained sophomore standing and, at Eastern Michigan University (EMU), hold a GPA of at least
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a 2.85 at the time of application. All McNair participants must commit to graduating with a bachelor's degree from EMU, agree to immediately enroll in graduate school, and seek to attain a doctoral degree.
When taking on the seemingly insurmountable feat of earning a doctorate, students from
the target population often arrive on college campuses whose social, political, economic, and education practices create several intersecting conditions that further discriminate against them.
Strauss (2014) stated that “education policy is housing policy” (p. 1); the quality of education,
employment stability, health, and home ownership are four highly interconnected systems that
work together to enhance the privilege of access, opportunity, and the likelihood of academic
success in higher education. Conversely, these very same systems pose challenges for first-generation and low-income students, who often arrive at college underprepared. Recognizing the
barriers built into the system, Duncan-Andrade and Morrell (2008) stated:
When one set of schools is given the resources necessary to succeed and another group of
schools is not, we have predetermined winners and losers…urban schools are not broken;
they are doing exactly what they are designed to do…inside of a systematic design that
essentially predetermines their failure. (p. 1)
In response to such systems of inequity, the U.S. Department of Education (2012, February 21)
stated,
The Department views the McNair Program as a critical component of its efforts to improve postsecondary outcomes for students who have been traditionally underrepresented
in postsecondary education and graduate school by providing disadvantaged college students with effective preparation for doctoral study, and improving the quality of student
outcomes so that more students are prepared for graduate school and careers. (p. 11196)
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To this end, the Ronald E. McNair Postbaccalaureate Achievement Program assists undergraduates from the target population in becoming prepared for doctoral study. This study
views participation in the McNair Program as a means to mitigate undergraduate attrition, and
ultimately to advance the successful completion of postsecondary degrees by the target population.
EMU Ronald E. McNair Postbaccalaureate Achievement Program
Initially funded at Eastern Michigan University in 2007, the Ronald E. McNair Postbaccalaureate Achievement Program, often identified as the “McNair Scholars Program” at Eastern
Michigan University, hereafter described as “EMU McNair,” consistently serves a higher number of participants (Figure 1), with less funding per-participant (Figure 2), as compared to average budget appropriation for the current 187 funded programs (U.S. Department of Education,
n.d.).
Figure 1
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Note: Number of students the EMU McNair Scholars Program was funded to serve from 2012
through 2019.
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Figure 2
McNair Program Per Pupil Funding
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Note: EMU McNair Scholars Program funding per participant for 2012 through 2019.
Housed in the southeastern region of the state, many students from some of the most under resourced urban school districts in the nation attend EMU. Specifically designed to serve this
population, EMU McNair offers a comprehensive five-phase model that addresses academic under-preparation by exposing students to developmental, high-impact, faculty-mentored research
experiences.
Aligned with the federal objective that 95% of McNair Program participants will complete research or scholarly activities each academic year and of program participation, EMU
McNair is specifically designed to meet the needs of the university's unique culture. As an introduction to the program at the Recruit (freshman) stage, students just shy of the minimal completed credit requirement of 26 hours, are provided a description of the program, the services offered, and the benefits of membership. In the Cadet (sophomore), Intern (junior), and Scholar
(senior) phases, program participation is infused with research components through (a) weekly
research seminars; (b) the development of a research proposal; (c) the undertaking of a year-long
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faculty-mentored paper or project; (d) research presentations at the EMU McNair Research Colloquium, national McNair conferences, and professional research symposia; and (e) the dissemination of results through print and digital publication in the Eastern Michigan University McNair
Scholars Research Journal (commons.emich.edu/mcnair). During the final phase, McNair
Alumni serve as speakers and mentors, continuing to provide support to active McNair Scholars
(Table 3).
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Table 3
EMU McNair Five-Phase Plan
STUDENT ACTIVITIES
STUDENT
*INVOLVEMENT OF
REQUIREMENTS
RESEARCH MENTOR
PHASE 1: RECRUIT
(PRE-McNair Admission) Role of Faculty Research Mentor
Students recruited; learn
Attend information sesN/A
about graduate study, acasions,
demic advising, other retenApply to program,
tion resources, benefits of
Interview and selection.
McNair Program. Not yet admitted.
PHASE 2: CADET
1st Year of McNair
Role of Faculty Research
Participation
Mentor
Student admitted. Attends
FALL: Participates in
Discussion with potential mentee
McNair
McNair Team Challenge
and McNair Staff to explore reResearch Seminar 177.
with Intern class
quirements of research and exFocus on research elements,
WINTER: Completion of a pectations of faculty-mentored
ethics, and presentation; adfaculty-mentored Research research. Subsequent meetings
dressing academic and nonProposal or Literature Reto discuss development of a discognitive challenges; perview; Presentation of recipline-specific research prosonal wellness and financial
search at McNair conferposal.
literacy; selecting a faculty
ences and EMU Undermentor and beginning regraduate Symposium.
search project.
2nd Year of McNair
Participation
Attend McNair Research
FALL: Participates in
Seminar 277. Focus on reMcNair Team Challenge
search writing, research exwith Cadet class
periences, labs, data collecYEAR-LONG:
tion and analysis. Addresses
Participate in faculty-menacademic challenges in adtored research project.
vanced coursework, non-cog- Present research at
nitive challenges, personal
McNair conferences, and
wellness, and financial liter- EMU McNair Colloquium.
acy. Learn to work producSummer Research Interntively with Faculty Mentors, ship: Write and edit 20obtain professional internpage scholarly paper for
ships and additional research submission to EMU
experiences.
McNair Scholars Research
Summer Research Internship: Journal. GRE training and
Attend seminars. Conduct
examination.
PHASE 3: INTERN

Role of the Faculty Research
Mentor
Submission of a mentor contract
which describes objectives and
benchmarks of research project.
Assist in the design of the research project. Ensure engagement of scholar in all aspects of
the research process. Assist in
the preparation of an itemized
budget of relevant research supplies, travel, or other expenses
for project. Provides oversight
for the duration of project. Review drafts of the research paper.
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advanced research with Faculty Mentor. GRE training
and exam. Grad School visits.
PHASE 4: SCHOLAR
Attend McNair Senior Seminar. Focus on publication experience; preparation of application materials, applying
to graduate study and selection of appropriate graduate
program. Seek graduate
school funding and address
non-cognitive challenges.

PHASE 5: ALUMNI

3rd Year of McNair
Participation
Publish in McNair Scholars Research Journal.
Write Honors Thesis.
Prepare Graduate Admissions Portfolio (C.V., resume, personal and research statements). Apply
to 9-11 graduate schools.
Present research at
professional conference.
Select appropriate graduate
program. Graduate and
enroll in graduate program.
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Role of Faculty Research
Mentor
Approval of final draft of the research paper for publication in
the McNair Scholar Research
Journal. Assist in preparation of
a formal presentation of the research at a local or national conference. Provide recommendations of discipline-specific professional conferences, memberships and/or associations.

Enrolled in Graduate
Studies
Obtain Ph.D. within 10 yrs.
of B.A. completion; Mentor and advise McNair
Scholars

Role of Faculty Research
Mentor
Persist in graduate education;
Continued support of mentee to
Maintain contact with
explore Ph.D. programs. IdentiMcNair
fication of academic and professional contacts. Serve as a resource and reference.
Note: EMU Ronald E. McNair Postbaccalaureate Achievement Program Five-Phase Plan for
student involvement and role of faculty research mentor as identified in the Eastern Michigan
University (2017). Ronald E. McNair Postbaccalaureate Achievement Program Grant Narrative. Unpublished. file:///C:/Users/kimbe/Desktop/Disstion/EMU%20McNair%20 Narrative%204.4a%20(1).pdf and EMU McNair Scholars Program. (2016). Eastern Michigan University Ronald E. McNair Postbaccalaureate Achievement Program student handbook.
https://www.emich.edu/mcnair/documents/handbook.pdf
EMU McNair Implementation of High-Impact Practices
Fall Semester
As explained in the EMU Ronald E. McNair Postbaccalaureate Achievement Program
Grant Narrative (2017), during the fall semester, members of the Cadet and Intern cohorts collaborate on a discipline-specific research proposal during the Team Challenge. The objectives of the
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Team Challenge are to develop a research proposal of similar academic focus by reading peerreviewed research, developing an abstract, literature review, methodology, timeline, budget, and
bibliography. The purpose of this collaborative project is identified in Table 4.
Table 4
Team Challenge Purpose
• Teach basic research skills
• Familiarize students with
o Peer-reviewed literature
o Discipline-specific vocabulary (“Power Words”)
• Creative PowerPoint versions of research
• Presentation skills / Accept feedback
• Provide regular feedback
• Build cohort cohesion, mentoring opportunities
• Support knowledge of timely topics in field
• Prepare groundwork for Intern-year research
• Will promote knowledge of the research process, in-cohort mentoring, and strengthen
participants' familiarity with peer-reviewed literature.
Winter Semester
The EMU McNair Grant Narrative (2017) stated that during the Winter semester, members
of the Cadet cohort identify a faculty mentor in their respective academic discipline, with whom
they meet regularly and prepare an individual research proposal. Concurrently, students attend a
one-credit research seminar (CASI 177), offered as a scholarship by the EMU Provost, to
strengthen their understanding of research, encourage the development of a growth mindset, and
offers strategies to confront academic and personal challenges (Dweck, 2006; EMU McNair
Grant Narrative, 2017).
The EMU Grant Narrative (2017) proposed that members of the Intern cohort continue to
work with their respective mentors to develop an expanded project with further examination of
peer-reviewed literature, and the collection and analysis of data for completion of a 20-page
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scholarly research article. Advanced participation in the high-impact practice of undergraduate
faculty-mentored research supports the Interns “better understanding of the use and oversight of
budgets, IRB approval, research technologies, the importance of assuring validity and reliability
of research results, and the need to adhere to high research ethics” (EMU Grant Narrative, 2017,
p. 27). Interns also attend weekly credit-bearing seminars (CASI 277), financed by the provost,
to enhance their understanding of the research process and cognitive and non-cognitive challenges, and to gain a better understanding of the application, admission, and financing process
for graduate school (EMU Grant Narrative, 2017).
Summer Semester
The summer semester presents a unique opportunity for Interns to engage in a six-week
Summer Research Internship (SRI). The EMU Grant Narrative (2017) indicated that under the
direction of a faculty mentor, students complete a 20-page scholarly paper for publication in the
EMU McNair Scholars Research Journal. Dissemination of their research allowing the participants to experience culmination of the research process. In the company of peers and the EMU
community, students present completed research at the McNair Research Colloquium.
During the summer semester, Interns earn a stipend of $2,800 for attendance at weekly research seminars, the completion of the 20-page paper, and participation in a Graduate Records
Examination (GRE) course. Students also take the GRE. An additional $500 is available for supplies and research-related travel.
Scholar: Fall and Winter Semester
During the fall and winter semesters, the Scholars (seniors), who have completed the Cadet and Intern phases of the program present their completed research at national McNair research conferences. Beginning September 2014 through August 2019, EMU McNair participated
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annually in the MOKANNE McNair Heartland Research Conference in Kansas City, Missouri
and the University of Maryland National Conference for McNair Scholars and Undergraduate
Research Conference in College Park, Maryland.
During the fall semester, the Scholars prepare graduate admission documents (personal
and research statements, curriculum vitae or resumes, applications, letters of recommendation,
and other supporting information). The EMU Grant Narrative (2017) described this phase as intended “to assist them with identifying appropriate graduate programs, application completion,
interview techniques, applying for funding, and, in the spring, selecting which program to attend” (EMU Grant Narrative, 2017, p. 28).
During the Winter semester of their senior year, Scholars complete graduate school applications, apply for fellowships for funding, and await letters of acceptance for fall enrollment.
Conclusion
Of the varying theories used to identify and measure student engagement, many may be
irrelevant when applied to African American students or those from first-generation and low-income families. High-impact practices serve as the foundation for the EMU McNair Scholars Program at Eastern Michigan University. This framework provides a fresh perspective, overshadowing denigrating perspectives that solely focus on individual deficits, and provides a more holistic and inclusive initiative to enhance degree attainment.
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Chapter 3: Methodology
This chapter explores the tenets of quantitative research. Further detail provides the parameters of this dissertation study regarding participants, sampling specifics, data collection and
analysis, human subjects clearance, and procedures to secure confidentiality and anonymity.
Quantitative Research
Originally linked to the philosophy of “positivism” from the nineteenth century, quantitative research relies on “empirical data, reason, and the development of scientific laws to explain
phenomena,” (Fraenkel et al., 2012, p. 428). Exploring facts and values through research investigations, one can discover the way in which reality works, predict associations based on these
laws and ultimately, develop laws “that make prediction possible” (Fraenkel et al., 2012, p. 429).
Believing that there is a single reality for which facts must be discovered, quantitative research
explores relationships among variables, seeks to expound on the associations, and forms generalizations applicable to a wider community (Fraenkel et al., 2012). As truth seekers, quantitative
researchers search to “uncover an existing reality…to uncover the truth” (Fraenkel et al., 2012, p.
3). Quantitative methods are best used to provide descriptive answers to cases that require numeric answers, or when answers seek to explore numeric changes. Answers are inferential when
attempting to explain phenomena or to test a hypothesis.
Study Design/Study Type
Quantitative research is primarily conducted by descriptive, experimental, quasi-experimental and correlational designs, with the goal to “test a theory or support a conceptual framework” (Hoskins & Mariano, 2004, p. 24 ). As a unique methodology, experimental research manipulates an independent variable to determine the outcome or effect on the dependent variable.
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When compared to a control group, results determine the prominence of the experiment or intervention. After implementation of the intervention has been completed, groups are then compared
to determine impact.
Utilizing a causal comparative/quasi-experimental design, this study was conducted to
evaluate the cause and effect relationship between participation in undergraduate faculty-mentored research for participants of EMU McNair who are either first-generation students from
low-income families, or those who have self-identified as African American, and the effect on
GPA, retention, and degree attainment. However, lacking control to directly implement an intervention or manipulate the research process and to test the corresponding influence on the dependent variable, this research study is referred to as quasi-experimental “ex post facto,” or “after the fact.” Yearly updates of GPA, retention, and degree attainment from students in EMU
McNair will be compared with a control group of students, who are also from the same demographic but lacked participation in faculty-mentored undergraduate research.
Study Population
In contrast to experimental designs, causal comparative designs do not use random assignment for study participants. Instead, the research participants are selected and matched based
on specific criteria; in this research, participants were required to be (a) members of EMU
McNair, and (b) be both first-generation and low-income, or African American. Participants in
this sample were students who had achieved sophomore standing; had a GPA of 2.85 or higher at
the point of McNair admission; and came from low-income, first-generation, or underrepresented
groups. Participants were members of the Cadet class of EMU McNair at the start of the fall semester of the 2014-2015 academic year. The use of Cadets as the comparison group provided the
study with the opportunity to measure the longitudinal effect of program support. It also offered
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data on the students' enrollment and persistence over a period matching the national standard of
12 terms of Pell Grant eligibility and approximately six-years of financial support from the U. S.
Department of Education (studentaid.gov). The withdrawal of Pell Grants and federal financial
aid may negatively impact the persistence and success of both the control group and the EMU
McNair Scholars comparison group.
Self-identification of ethnic group affiliation and first-generation status was obtained
from analyses of hard copy student file folders and/or rosters from 2014-2015 academic year.
Federal income tax records or student aid reports from the Free Application of Federal Student
Aid (FAFSA) confirmed low-income status. Designation of income status was based on the
United States Department of Education federal income guidelines of taxable income not exceeding 150% the designated threshold for poverty, as identified by the Census Bureau and family
size (U.S Dept. of Education, 2020). The control group consisted of students who were African
American, first-generation and low-income, and who were rising sophomores enrolled at Eastern
Michigan University in the 2014-2015 academic year. The control group was identified and selected by the Eastern Michigan University Office of Institutional Resources and Information
Management (IRIM).
Sample, Sampling Frame, and Sampling Techniques
Data-Gathering Procedures and Instrumentation
Control Group. After receiving approval from the Eastern Michigan University Human
Subjects Review Committee to begin this study (see Appendix A), a request to identify a control
group was sent to the EMU Office of Institutional Resource and Information Management
(IRIM). Once identified, IRIM placed the control group data in a Microsoft Excel spreadsheet.
After removing all column headings, the minimum and maximum numbers for participants and
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corresponding data were transferred to Random.org. Utilizing a non-randomized, purposeful
sample, instructions were provided to the program to randomly select eight individuals from the
list to match the number in the EMU McNair sample. IRIM then forwarded the list of students to
the university Registrar, who retrieved data including the students’ GPAs for academic years
ending 2014 – 2019, the students' number of semesters enrolled after Fall 2014, and the status of
their degree attainment (Figure 3).
Figure 3
Control Group Data Collection Procedures
Human
Subjects
Review:
Approval of
Research
Study

IRIM: Collect
Sample from
Population

University
Registrar:
Collect
Academic
Recods

Principal
Investigator:
Use of Data
for Student
Context

EMU McNair Sample. Based on program eligibility, participants in the EMU McNair
Scholars group were African American or first-generation and low-income; had attained sophomore standing at the beginning of the 2014/2015 academic year; held a minimum GPA of at least
2.85, as determined by application guidelines; and had been officially admitted to the EMU
McNair Scholars Program. Based on existing student rosters, 15 students were identified and
classified as “eligible” for inclusion in the EMU McNair Scholars group. However, five were removed due to prior enrollment at community college, or time spent in the Joint Services. Though
credit hours earned at EMU granted the students "sophomore" standing, some had earned additional hours in Advanced Placement or dual-enrollment courses, surpassing the ideal number of
credit hours sought for inclusion in this study. Further, of the remaining students, one left the
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McNair Program before participating in faculty-mentored research. Of the remaining nine participants contacted via email, Facebook or Linked In, two failed to provide informed consent and
permission to be included in this research study.
Seven students' names, identification numbers, and forms granting consent for their participation in the research study were forwarded to the university registrar. Data received from the
university registrar consisted of each students' cumulative GPA prior to the Fall 2014 semester,
and at the end of academic years 2014/2015, 2015/2016, 2016/2017, 2017/2018 and 2018/2019
and the number of semesters enrolled after Fall 2014 and status of degree attained (Figure 4).
Figure 4
Phase One of the EMU McNair Scholars Data Collection Procedures
Human
Subjects
Review:
Approval of
Research
Study

Principal
Investigator:
Identification
of McNair
sample

Principal
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Informed
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Sample

University
Registrar:
Collect
Academic
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Principal
Investigator:
Use of Data
for
Comparison

Modification to the existing approval from the Eastern Michigan University Human Subjects Review Committee was granted to allow additional access to McNair student surveys (see
Appendix B). The director of the EMU McNair Scholars Program granted access to environmental surveys collected from the EMU McNair Scholars group for use in the study. The surveys
were de-identified, and student responses were categorized by topic similarities. Survey results
were restricted for use to provide context to research findings (Figure 5).
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Figure 5
Phase Two of the EMU McNair Scholars Data Collection Procedures
Human Subjects
Review:
Secondary
Approval of
Research Study

McNair Director:
Approval of
De-identified Student
Environmental Surveys

Principal
Investigator: Use
of Data to
Supplement Study
Findings

Informed Consent of the EMU McNair Scholars Group. In July 2019, an email was
sent to members of the 2014 sophomore class of the EMU McNair Scholars Program requesting
written informed consent (see Appendix C) to have their data included in the study. This document included an introduction, information on the purpose of the study, a description of the procedures and intended dissemination, potential risks, efforts to protect confidentiality, and a notice
of voluntary participation. Through this method of contact, five students provided written consent for participation in the current research study. Further contact on Facebook and Linked In
provided two additional approvals. Two students failed to respond after numerous attempts and
methods of attempted contact.
Human Subjects, FERPA, Confidentiality, and Anonymity
The Eastern Michigan University Human Subjects Review Committee granted approval
of this study as secondary research, and made it exempt from student consent. However, “the
Family Educational Rights and Privacy Act (FERPA) (20 U.S.C. § 1232g; 34 CFR Part 99) is a
Federal law that protects the privacy of student education records” (U.S. Department of Education, 2018, para. 1). As a result, compliance with FERPA regulations requires written permission
be received from students whose educational information will be disclosed. Though personally
identifiable information for my dissertation will remain in confidence, informed consent was requested and received from EMU McNair participants.
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Ensuring the confidentiality of participants is maintained by the handling of data in this
research study. Throughout the data gathering and statistical analysis process, the personally
identifiable information presented to the university registrar pertained only to the EMU McNair
group. The requested data file included student names and identification numbers. However, the
returned data contained only the grouping of either the control or EMU McNair group, numbered
as “one” through “seven” or “eight,” with the student’s GPA from prior to fall 2014 through the
end of each academic year 2015-2019, and status of degree awarded.
Data Analysis
Statistical Analysis
Appropriate for causal comparative/quasi-experimental research (Keith, 2015), an independent samples t-test is the method of statistical analysis utilized to assess between-group differences in mean values. Data on EMU McNair and control group were analyzed using the independent variable of group membership, and the dependent continuous variables of GPA and retention. Data on degree attainment in both groups was measured by a chi-square statistical test.
The analyses assessed a “comparison between expected frequencies and actual, obtained frequencies” (Fraenkel et al., 2012, p. 238) to determine whether differences between groups were
random. In this study, the independent variable of EMU McNair participation and the lack of
control group McNair membership was compared against the dependent variable of degree attainment. Statistical results sought to determine if significance existed between expected and actual degree attainment between the two groups.
Customarily utilized for the purpose of exploring the relationship between the dependent
and independent variables (Chatterjee & Simonoff, 2012), a correlational analysis examines the
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association between final GPA and persistence for both control and EMU McNair Scholar participants.
An association between African American, first-generation and low-income status, and
student success is well documented. However, understanding that “correlation does not imply
causation” (Chatterjee & Simonoff, 2012, p. 9), the results of this research are neither intended
to offer an explanation, nor a justification for deficits, or to offer nor definitive solutions to improve academic achievement in African American students and those who classify as first-generation and low-income among their peers. However, inferences from research, which expose statistically significant, results can contribute to discussions toward this cause.
Objectivity
The concept of objectivity in educational research lends itself to the separation of researchers from the project they are studying, to a “separate existence…apart from themselves,
their influence, their predilections, and their biases” (Hoy, 2010, p. 3). Studying the effects of
undergraduate faculty-mentored research on participants from the EMU McNair Scholars Program, I am mindful of my potential bias to anticipate positive results from program participation.
I am aware that the objectivity of results is of critical importance. The details of the design study
and procedures must be thoroughly described to ensure replicability and to safeguard the objectivity of individual research results.
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Chapter 4: Results
This chapter will provide descriptive statistics and results from an independent samples ttest and correlation statistical tests. Descriptive statistics identify characteristics of the EMU
McNair and control groups. For both groups, data includes initial GPAs (prior to the start of fall
2014 semester), final GPAs (at the end of August 2019), number of semesters (of continuing enrollment), with mean values and standard deviation along with the status of postsecondary degrees. Results from an independent samples t-test identified the differences between GPAs, number of semesters retained, and degrees awarded for McNair Scholars and the control group, based
on McNair participation.
Descriptive Statistics
Data received from the Eastern Michigan University Registrar for the EMU McNair
Scholars group consisted of seven participants who were identified as African American and /or
first-generation and low income. As depicted in Table 5, the lowest initial GPA at the beginning
of fall semester 2014 was 3.05, and the highest was 3.72. Their mean GPA at the beginning of
fall 2014 was M = 3.48 (SD = .230); the minimum GPA after 6 years (12 semesters) was 2.99;
the highest was 3.90. The mean of the final GPA is M = 3.52 (SD = .321). The minimum number
of semesters retained after fall 2014 was five and the highest number of semesters was ten. The
mean number of semesters are M = 6.71 (SD = 1.704). One hundred percent (100%) of the EMU
McNair Scholars group received postsecondary degrees by the end of the 2018/2019 academic
year.
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Table 5
EMU McNair Scholars Group Descriptive Statistics
N Minimum

Maximum

Mean Std. Deviation

Starting GPA

7

3.05

3.72

3.48

.22954

Final GPA

7

2.99

3.90

3.52

.32082

Number of Semesters Retained

7

5

10

6.71

1.704

Postsecondary Degree

7

Awarded

Not Awarded

7 (100%)

0 (0%)

Data received from the university registrar on the control group consisted of eight participants who were African American, first-generation, and Pell-eligible, with sophomore standing
at the beginning of the 2014/2015 academic year. As displayed in Table 6, minimum GPA prior
the start of the fall semester, 2014 was 2.95, and the highest was 3.87. The mean GPA prior to
fall 2014 was M = 3.44 (SD = .283), while the minimum final GPA was 2.72, and the highest
was 3.90. The mean final GPA was M = 3.20 (SD = .433). The minimum number of semesters of
student retention after fall 2014 was five, and the maximum was eleven. The mean number of retention semesters was M = 7 (SD = 2.39). In the control group, three members (38%) received
postsecondary degrees: the five remaining members (62%) did not receive postsecondary degrees by the end of the 2018/2019 academic year.
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Table 6
Control Group Descriptive Statistics
N

Minimum Maximum

Mean

Std. Deviation

Starting GPA

8

2.95

3.87

3.44

.28312

Final GPA

8

2.72

3.90

3.20

.43270

Number of Semesters Retained

8

5

11

7.00

2.390

Postsecondary Degree

8

Awarded

Not Awarded

3 (38%)

5 (62%)

Research Questions
1. Do African Americans or students from first-generation and low-income families who
participate in the Eastern Michigan University (EMU) McNair Scholars Program have
higher GPAs than students from the same demographic who lack such participation?
Utilizing IBM SPSS Statistics version 26, Table 7 provides a comparison of GPA for the
EMU McNair Scholars and Control groups, including the lowest and highest values, mean, median and mode for the data set. As identified, the mean value of GPAs for the EMU McNair
Scholars increased from M = 3.48 to M = 3.52. The median GPA increased from 3.52 to 3.65,
and although multiple modes exist for the data set, the smallest value is represented in the table.
Conversely, the mean GPA for the control group decreased from M = 3.44 to M = 3.20, along
with the median of 3.39, which is reduced to 3.11. Again, multiple modes exist, with the smallest
value represented.
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Table 7
EMU McNair Scholars and Control Group GPAs
Mean
Median

Mode

Minimum

Maximum

McNair

3.48

3.52

3.05a

3.05

3.72

Control

3.44

3.39

2.95a

2.95

3.87

McNair

3.52

3.65

2.99a

2.99

3.90

Control

3.20

3.11

2.72a

2.72

3.90

Start GPA

Final GPA
a. Multiple modes exist. The smallest value is shown.

Figure 6 provides a graphic representation of start and final GPA differences between
Control and EMU McNair Scholar Groups.
Figure 6
GPA Comparison of the EMU McNair Scholars vs. Control Group
3.60
3.50

3.40
3.30
3.20
3.10
3.00
Start GPA

Control Group

Final GPA

EMU McNair Group

An independent samples t-test sought to identify if there were statistically significant differences between means of final GPAs for McNair Scholar and control groups (Table 8). Although numeric variations are noted, an independent samples t-test failed to reveal statistically
significant differences between the means, t(13) = 1.603, p = .133.
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Table 8
Independent Samples T-test for Final GPAs
Mean
T
McNair Scholar

3.52

Control

3.20

1.603

Df

Sig. (2-tailed)

13

.133

Although there were notable differences between end GPAs for both groups, such variance could have occurred by chance, and was not necessarily due to whether or not the student
participated in undergraduate faculty-mentored research through the EMU McNair Scholars Program. In this case we fail to reject the null hypothesis indicating that there was no difference in
final GPA between members of the EMU McNair Scholars Program and members of the control
group.
2. Do African Americans or students from first-generation and low-income families who
participate in the EMU McNair Scholars Program have higher retention rates than students from the same demographic who lack such participation?
Measures of central tendency provide detail on the number of semesters for EMU McNair
Scholar and control groups (Table 9). The mean value for the control group is slightly higher
than the EMU McNair Scholars group at seven semesters, while median, mode, minimum and
maximum values showed little, if any, variance between groups.
Table 9
EMU McNair Scholars and Control Group Number of Semesters
Mean
Median Mode Minimum Maximum
McNair Scholars Group

6.71

6.00

6.00

5.00

10.00

Control Group

7.00

6.00

5.00

5.00

11.00
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Results from the independent samples t-test are displayed in Table 10. It was revealed
that no statistically significant differences were found regarding the mean number of semesters
of retention in the EMU McNair Scholars and Control groups, t(13) = -.263, p = .797. As a result, given that there was no difference in number of semesters of retention between the EMU
McNair Scholars and the control group, we fail to reject the null hypothesis.

Table 10
Independent Samples t-test for Number of Semesters GPAs
Mean
T
Df
McNair Scholar

6.71

Control

7.00

-.263

Sig. (2-tailed)

13

.797

3. Do African Americans or students from first-generation and low-income families who
participate in the EMU McNair Scholars Program have higher degree attainment than students from the same demographic who lack such participation?
By the end of the 2019 academic year, one hundred percent (100%) of the EMU McNair
Scholars Program participants in the sample were awarded postsecondary degrees from Eastern
Michigan University. In contrast, of the eight participants from the control group, three (38%)
were awarded degrees and five (62%) failed to receive degrees by the end of the reporting period. A chi-square test compared the expected and actual count to determine if differences were
similar, and not statistically significant, or whether considerable differences abound, and significance persists. The awarding of degrees between the McNair Scholars and control groups was
statistically significant (p = .026, Fisher’s Exact Test 2-sided). Such analyses are appropriate for
sample sizes of fewer than 40 participants, and in cases in which 20% or more of the frequencies
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are fewer than five. Given the presence of significant results, we reject the null hypothesis to indicate a difference in the degree attainment between the EMU McNair Scholars and Control
group (Table 11).
Table 11
Chi-Square Statistical Test of Degrees Awarded

Value
6.563a
4.051
8.510

Df
1
1
1

Asymptotic
Significance
(2-sided)
.010
.044
.004

Exact Sig.
(2-sided)

Exact Sig.
(1-sided)

Pearson Chi-Square
Continuity Correctionb
Likelihood Ratio
Fisher's Exact Test
.026*
.019
Linear-by-Linear Association
6.125
1
.013
N of Valid Cases
15
a. 3 cells (75.0%) have expected count less than 5. The minimum expected count is 2.33.
b. Computed only for a 2x2 table
*Statistically significant at p<.05 level
Additional statistical tests were done to provide supplemental context to the current research study. In Table 12 and Table 13, a correlational analysis on the number of semesters retained and final GPA determined that, in both McNair Scholar and control groups, a strong inverse relationship between variables existed. Both Pearson correlational coefficient for McNair
Scholar r2 = -.957, p = .001 and Control Group r2 = -.744, p = .034 are statistically significant at
the p < .01 and p < .05 levels, respectively.

FARING BETTER OR WORSE: A QUANTITATIVE ANALYSIS

67

Table 12
Correlation Analysis of the EMU McNair Scholars Final GPA and Semesters
Number of
Final GPA
Semesters Retained
Final GPA
Pearson Correlation
1
-.957**
Sig. (2-tailed)
.001
N
7
7
Number of
Pearson Correlation
-.957**
1
Semesters Retained
Sig. (2-tailed)
.001
N
7
7
**. Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed).
With a near-perfect negative correlation between end GPA and the number of semesters
of retention for McNair participants, one could surmise that as the number of semesters increase,
there is a statistically significant chance that the decrease in the final GPA did not occur by
chance. However, one should note that “correlations this high are seldom achieved, and if they
result, then two variables actually measure the same underlying trait and should be combined”
(Creswell, 2008, p. 365).
Similarly, although to a lesser degree, the number of semesters of retention for members
of the control group also held an inverse relationship with final GPA. Again, statistical significance abounds, so there is a high possibility that variations in final GPAs are explained by the
number of semesters a student is retained. There is only a 3% chance that this could occur by
chance.
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Table 13
Correlation Analysis of Control Group Final GPA and Semesters

Final GPA

Pearson Correlation
Sig. (2-tailed)
N
Number of Semesters
Pearson Correlation
Sig. (2-tailed)
N
*. Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed).

Final GPA
1
8
-.744*
.034
8

Number of
Semesters
-.744*
.034
8
1
8

Limitations
Inductive reasoning explores plausible or probable conclusions of scholarly inquiry in order to develop generalizations applicable to a broader, but similar population (Hoy, 2010).
Threats to external validity contribute to the lack of generalizability of results from the study.
According to Fraenkel et al. (2012), sample sizes for casual comparative studies have a minimal
recommendation of 30 participants for each group and 50 for correlational studies to establish a
relationship. For this dissertation, the sample sizes of eight (8) for the control group and seven
(7) participants for the EMU McNair Scholars group failed to meet the recommendations for
both statistical tests conducted. However, given that only 10 students fit the criteria of sophomore/Cadet status in the EMU McNair Scholars program in the fall 2014, the sample size of
seven was representative for the population assessed. Additionally, given the unique design of
the 187 McNair Scholar Programs country-wide, program structure is based on need and demographic of students served. As such, this too would limit the ability to generalize results beyond
this study.
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Threats to internal validity were due to the “lack of randomization and inability to manipulate an independent variable” (Fraenkel et al., 2012, p. 370). Determining the effect of an independent variable on one of two groups of participants that lack randomization fails to identify
eventual outcomes based solely on the intervention. Given the “ex post facto” causal comparative and quasi experimental design, the intervention lacks the opportunity for manipulation of the
independent variable. As such, post-intervention variations could be due to differences in the
groups from the start of the research, not the treatment. In an effort to establish homogeneity between groups, attempts were made to match the ethnicity, first-generation, socioeconomic status,
and class standing between students in the EMU McNair Scholars Program and the control
group.
Although this research sought to determine the association between independent and dependent variables (Fraenkel et al., 2012), it is likely that causation may be influenced by other
confounding or extraneous variables. This study was conducted to measure differences in GPA,
retention, and degree attainment between students who participated in undergraduate research, as
implemented through the EMU McNair Scholars Program, against those who lacked program
participation. It is likely that other factors were also influential to the outcomes measured.
Students in the EMU McNair Scholars Program are considered “high achieving,” and are
expected to participate in many activities designed to meet federal objectives pertaining to the
enrollment, persistence, and completion of graduate studies. The U. S. Department of Education
identifies a number of additional cognitive and non-cognitive activities as required or permissible (Appendix D) in McNair Program designs. Any one of these activities, or a combination
thereof, could prove beneficial to participants in their quest to graduate and continue to graduate
studies. All EMU McNair Scholars Program participants are provided with a description of the
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program goal to “to increase the attainment of Ph.D. degrees by students from underrepresented
segments of society” (ed. Gov). Preselection of potential members could have resulted in the removal of students with academic goals contrary to the purpose of the EMU McNair Scholars
Program. Additionally, advising by staff members and peers after admission to the program
likely influences GPA, students’ persistence, and other factors that support the pursuit of degree
completion.
As identified by the U.S. Department of Education, the definition of "low-income" is
based on a designation of "150% of poverty" as a criterion for participation in the EMU McNair
Scholars Program. For this study, income guidelines for the control group were based on students
who were Pell Grant-eligible. Pell Grant eligibility has a higher income threshold of "200% of
poverty." As such, members of the EMU McNair Scholars Program may face more financial
challenges than the control group.
Although study limitations may confine the generalizability and impact association between independent and dependent variables, the results are beneficial and may contribute to the
body of knowledge regarding possible interventions to address the factors regarding student engagement and academic achievement.
Delimitations
Results of this study could be considered generalizable to students who are (a) AfricanAmerican or (b) first-generation and low-income, (c) sophomores at the start of the fall 2014 semester, (d) participants of the EMU McNair Scholars Program, and (e) enrolled in a predominately White institution in the Midwest region of the United States. With such narrow criterion
designated for this study, the researcher understands the resulting external validity constraints.
Results are limited to this study alone, and not applicable to other McNair Scholars Programs
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across the county. Rationale for this decision reflects the researcher’s interest in assessing the
benefit of EMU McNair as a uniquely structured program to best support its’ participants against
non-participating peers at Eastern Michigan University. Additionally, given the highly competitive nature of the national grant competition for McNair funding, receiving curriculum detail and
program structure from other programs would have likely proved unsuccessful.
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Chapter 5: Discussion
The purpose of this study was to assess the effectiveness of participation in the EMU
McNair Scholars Program, which utilizes undergraduate faculty-mentored research as the foundation of its practices, against a control group, which lacked McNair participation. Results
sought to assess the variance of GPA, retention, and degree attainment for African Americans,
and/or students from first-generation and low-income families. An analysis employing a correlational statistical test assessed the relationship between the persistence to graduation and the final
GPAs for both the EMU McNair Scholars group and students who lacked participation in
McNair.
Summary of Research Questions and Results
Question One of this dissertation measured whether African Americans or students from
first-generation and low-income families who participated in EMU McNair had higher GPAs at
graduation than students from the same demographic who lack McNair participation. An independent samples t-test determined that although similar beginning GPAs persisted between both
EMU McNair and control groups, there was a slight variation in final GPAs. The GPAs of EMU
McNair were 10% higher than their peers. However, program involvement failed to yield a significant difference between participant GPAs and those of the control group.
Question Two examined whether African Americans or students from first-generation
and low-income families who participated in EMU McNair had higher rates of retention than students from the same demographic who lacked such participation. An independent samples t-test
found minimal difference between the groups. This study’s results did not discover significant
differences in persistence between the EMU McNair scholars and the control group. McNair
Scholars were enrolled for slightly fewer semesters than their counterparts.
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Question Three asked whether African Americans or students from first-generation and
low-income families who participated in EMU McNair had higher degree attainment than students from the same demographic who lacked such participation. All EMU McNair participants
(100%) and three students (38%) from the control group attained bachelor’s degrees by the end
of the 2019 academic year. A chi-square statistical test utilized a comparison of the expected and
actual frequencies between the two categorical variables to determine if significance exists. Variation in the ratio produced by this comparison was evaluated for degree attainment to assess statistically significant results. This study found statistically significant differences in the ratios for
both groups. Members of EMU McNair were significantly more likely to earn a degree than
those who lacked program participation.
Participation in undergraduate faculty-mentored research is heavily infused in the EMU
McNair curriculum and is expected at every phase of program involvement. The EMU McNair
students who participated in this study engaged in a total of 47 cumulative faculty-mentored research activities during the period from fall, 2014/2015 to August 2019. Figure 7 shows the variety of undergraduate faculty-mentored research activities sponsored by or offered through EMU
McNair from Fall 2014 through August 2019. Most program members participated in the Team
Challenge, followed up by research presentations at the Maryland Conference.
The U.S. Department of Education identifies participant engagement in annual research
and/or scholarly activities as the first objective of all McNair Programs; EMU McNair’s goal
was that 95% of program participants would successfully complete this goal each academic year.
EMU McNair participants engaged in a variety of research and scholarly activities, including
both team and individual faculty-mentored projects, research presentations at conferences and
symposia, and weekly research seminars.
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Figure 7
McNair Undergraduate Faculty-Mentored Research Activities
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Research findings from this study indicate that in both EMU McNair and control groups,
a negative correlation persisted between the number of semesters of study and the students' final
GPA. As the number of semesters increased, overall GPA decreased, resulting in a statistically
significant relationship between both variables. In contrast, as the number of semesters of enrollment decreased, overall GPA increased. Given the association between the number of semesters
the students were retained and their final GPA, it is possible that the longer a student is enrolled,
the greater are the opportunities for extraneous factors to impede their academic success.
Conclusion
This chapter provided results from the causal comparative/quasi experimental examination of seven EMU McNair participants and a control group that lacked participation in undergraduate research as members of the McNair program. An independent samples t-test assessed
between-group differences in GPA and number of semesters of study. Results determined that
although marginal variation in GPA persisted, the significance was unfounded. Differences in the
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persistence between the groups, as identified by the number of semesters of study, were insignificant. However, a chi-square analysis to assess between-group variation found the completion of
a postsecondary degrees was statistically significant: those who engaged in faculty-mentored undergraduate research were far more likely to undertake graduate studies. Additional correlational
analysis between persistence, as identified by number of semesters retained, and final GPA for
both the EMU McNair Scholars Program and control group revealed a significant inverse association between both dependent and independent variables.
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Chapter 6: Conclusion
Given the pervasive nature of inter-generational poverty, the failure to acquire a coveted
undergraduate degree perpetuates economic deprivation, which has historically persisted from
generation to generation. The acquisition of a college degree serves as a potential remedy to
overcome a trajectory of deficits, better positioning individuals to increase their standard of living for themselves, their families, and communities.
Intended “to optimize the student experience and enhance the learning outcomes and development of students and the performance and reputation of the institution” (Trowler, 2010, p.
2), researchers have explored methods to enhance student engagement and increasing degree attainment in institutions of higher learning. However, seminal studies by Tyler (1969) and Pace
(1984) excluded some of the most vulnerable populations, and those likely to fall behind their
peers. Acknowledging this, my dissertation intended to expand research on African American
students and those from first generation and low-income families. The findings of this dissertation were intended to contribute to the body of work that explores the benefits of participation in
the EMU McNair Scholars Program, and its intention to increase persistence to graduation and
continued post-bachelor’s studies, as compared to students who lacked McNair participation.
This study revealed an increase in final GPA, although not significant, and degree attainment for members of EMU McNair over non-participating peers. The results supported previous
research regarding the benefit of high-impact practices in cognitive and affective growth, and the
value of greater student engagement compared to the outcomes of students that lacked McNair
participation (Kuh et al., 2008; Kuh et al., 2006).
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Insignificant differences were determined between EMU McNair and the control group in
the number of semesters students remained enrolled until graduation. Though higher rates of retention are often a measure of achievement as students’ progress toward completion of their degree, results of this study failed to support this premise. Contrary to results from Kuh et al.
(2008), which state that participation in high-impact practices increases persistence to graduation, EMU McNair program participants graduated in higher numbers, in fewer semesters, than
the control group. Though persistence is often a measure used to assess academic achievement,
longevity is in not necessarily an indicator of student success. As this study determined, EMU
McNair Scholars participants were retained for less semesters, but held higher GPAs. For the
control group, as the number of semesters go up, grade point average decreases. This could be
due to the fact that students are retaking courses previously failed or enrolling in additional classes to improve their GPAs.
Although students from low-income families are often required to seek employment during their studies to satisfy their unmet financial needs, negatively impacting their retention and
degree completion (Zepke & Leach, 2010; Titus, 2010), EMU McNair showed otherwise. Results from an environmental survey completed by EMU McNair participants in fall 2014 showed
that 83% of McNair Scholars worked on-campus, and 33% held a position off-campus while being enrolled in classes (see Appendix E). Of surveys completed, 100% of students also reported
that they held the additional responsibility of providing financial assistance to their families. Despite such overwhelming commitments, students from EMU McNair persevered, and all (100%)
completed their postsecondary degree prior to the end of August 2019. Some 83% of students expressed feelings of sadness, and 67% reported feeling "overwhelmed" by all the things they were
tasked with completing.
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Implications from the Current Study
In an off-camera briefing of the 2018 fiscal year budget entitled, A New Foundation for
American Greatness, Mick Mulvaney, Director of the Office of Management and Budget in
President Donald Trump’s cabinet, discussed the elimination of the Ronald E. McNair Postbaccalaureate Program. Claiming that McNair Programs have only a 6% rate of success, he stated,
“We cannot defend programs like that – 6% just doesn’t cut it. We can’t do that anymore” (J.
Brady, personal communication, May 22, 2017). Often on the brink of elimination due to budget
cuts, or misrepresentations of program effectiveness (J. Hindsdale, personal communication,
May 24, 2017), the Ronald E. McNair Postbaccalaureate Program, along with other programs
housed under the legislation of the Higher Education Act of 1965 and subsequent reauthorizations, faced ongoing threats of defunding: this dissertation and others of similar focus attempt to
counter these narratives.
As findings in this research study showed, there were noticeable differences in grade
point average and degree attainment between the McNair and control groups. Grade point average and degree attainment continue to be utilized as measures of academic success, thus students
from EMU McNair might be described as high-achieving when compared to their non-participating peers. Many students from low-income and first-generation families bear the weight of having to financially contribute to their families, experience isolation at predominantly White institutions, and report experiencing mental health issues. McNair participants also commit to completing challenging research and scholarly assignments.
Johnson and Stage (2018) identified undergraduate research, along with collaborative assignments, study abroad, service learning, internships, and capstone or senior projects, as high-
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impact practices critical to student success. Implications from this study suggest that participation in the EMU McNair Scholars Program, which offers numerous research opportunities over
three years of undergraduate study, leads to increased graduation rates.
The National Survey of Student Engagement (2019) determined that only 17% of students who participated in undergraduate research during their senior year were first-generation.
Defined by Finley and McNair (2013) as the lack of representation, access, and impact, the “equity gap” describes participation in high-impact practices as inequitable, and mirror of the lack of
diversity on college campuses. The EMU McNair Program uses concrete and successful
measures to address this "gap." It is imperative that universities work to enact culturally inclusive strategies to make educationally purposeful activities accessible to vulnerable populations.
Integrating participation in faculty-mentored research in the curriculum of all disciplines has the
potential to boost academic achievement for all members of their student body.
To mitigate the barriers created by economic insecurity for students, EMU McNair provides a stipend of up to $2800 for the completion of research projects, and a research budget of
up to $300, to offset costs for research supplies. Such financial support may incentivize student
involvement in research activities and decrease their financial loss due to missed time from work
or other obligations. This research suggests that offering financial stipends or other forms of economic support while involved in educationally purposeful activities may increase research participation in the target population and lessen their personal financial burdens.
The rationale for this study was housed in the acknowledgement of continued and pervasive intergenerational poverty due to the lack of postsecondary degree attainment for African
Americans, and students from first-generation and low-income families. Though results from this
dissertation failed to demonstrate the impact of program involvement on students' persistence, or
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a significant impact on their GPA, members of the EMU McNair Scholars Program were more
likely to receive postsecondary degrees than their peers that lacked McNair participation. As an
intervention to enhance postsecondary degree completion among African American students and
those from first-generation and low-income families, it appears, even based on these limited results, that McNair Works!
Recommendations for Future Study
As a partnership between national and local university constituents, the Ronald E.
McNair Postbaccalaureate Program at Eastern Michigan University utilizes the proven theoretical framework of high-impact practices to increase academic achievement through a systematic,
multi-tiered process.
Despite the development of many theories supporting a better understanding of the disparate rates of postsecondary degree completion for African Americans or students from lowincome and first-generation families, inequity persists at federal, state, and institutional levels.
With a history of systemic and institutional racism, continued research on the academic achievement of African American students, or those from low-income and first-generation families,
should minimize student deficits in academic preparation, parental education, and socioeconomic
status. Colleges and universities are often ill-prepared or have ineffective systems in place to address skill deficits. To this end, future studies should continue to focus on the implementation of
high-impact practices and their association with academic achievement. These activities work to
overcome students' deficits by primarily focusing on educational activities that are proven to
benefit students. Further studies on the benefits of high-impact practices hold promise for students who would traditionally falter. By contributing to the literature that supports this effort, we
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may ultimately provide institutions with tools to increase postsecondary degree attainment in this
population.
The structures of the 187 McNair Scholars Programs across the United States vary in accordance with the specific needs of each institution's student community. University retention
efforts should focus on sustainability, and work toward the institutionalization of McNair services. This would provide consistent and stable structures, without the threat of discontinuance,
or reduced benefits due to funding interruptions or reductions. Only then will the impact of participation in high-impact practices be maximized.
Few studies have evaluated the impact of participation in the Ronald E. McNair Postbaccalaureate Program at individual institutions or as a collective effort. The current study was undertaken parallel to an ongoing 10-year longitudinal study of the EMU McNair Program's effectiveness in increasing enrollment, persistence, and completion of master's and doctoral programs.
The ten-year study measures EMU McNair's success in meeting the federal goal of “increas[ing]
the attainment of Ph.D. degrees by students from underrepresented segments of society.” (U.S.
Department of Education, n.d., para. 1). Tracking McNair alumni to assess their post-baccalaureate degree attainment may provide useful data in determining the long-term economic benefits
for students and their families, ultimately combatting intergenerational poverty.
This research was conducted to evaluate the impact of participation in the Eastern Michigan University McNair Scholars Program on grade point average, persistence, and degree attainment by target undergraduates. Results of this study determined non-significance to GPA and
persistence. A significant difference in degree attainment was shown to be a benefit of participation in the high-impact practice of undergraduate research, as implemented through the EMU
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McNair Scholars Program. These results are limited to this sole study. Due to the narrow criterion for inclusion within the quasi experimental group, and the unique structure of the EMU
McNair Scholars Program, results of this study should not be generalized beyond the scope of
this dissertation. To generate results that have widespread applicability, future studies should use
larger participant and control groups and extend the study beyond participation in the EMU
McNair Scholars Program or enrollment at a predominately White institution.
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Appendix A: Initial – University Human Subjects Review Committee-FY18-19-324
Jun 21, 2019 12:27 PM EDT
Kimberly Brown
McNair Fellowships, Teacher Education
Re: Exempt – Initial – UHSRC-FY18-19-324 Utilizing High-Impact Practices to Increase Academic Achievement: A Quantitative Analysis of Undergraduate Faculty-Mentored Research in
the McNair Scholars Program

Dear Kimberly Brown:
The Eastern Michigan University Human Subjects Review Committee has rendered the decision
below for Utilizing High-Impact Practices to Increase Academic Achievement: A Quantitative
Analysis of Undergraduate Faculty-Mentored Research in the McNair Scholars Program. You
may begin your research.

Decision: Exempt
Selected Category: Category 4. Secondary research for which consent is not required: Secondary
research uses of identifiable private information or identifiable biospecimens, if at least one of
the following criteria is met: (i) The identifiable private information or identifiable biospecimens
are publicly available; (ii) Information, which may include information about biospecimens, is
recorded by the investigator in such a manner that the identity of the human subjects cannot readily be ascertained directly or through identifiers linked to the subjects, the investigator does not
contact the subjects, and the investigator will not re-identify subjects; (iii) The research involves
only information collection and analysis involving the investigator’s use of identifiable health
information when that use is regulated under 45 CFR parts 160 and 164, subparts A and E, for
the purposes of “health care operations” or “research” as those terms are defined at 45 CFR
164.501 or for “public health activities and purposes” as described under 45 CFR 164.512(b);
or (iv) The research is conducted by, or on behalf of, a Federal department or agency using government-generated or government-collected information obtained for non-research activities, if
the research generates identifiable private information that is or will be maintained on information technology that is subject to and in compliance with section 208(b) of the E-Government
Act of 2002, 44 U.S.C. 3501 note, if all of the identifiable private information collected, used, or
generated as part of the activity will be maintained in systems of records subject to the Privacy
Act of 1974, 5 U.S.C. 552a, and, if applicable, the information used in the research was collected
subject to the Paperwork Reduction Act of 1995, 44 U.S.C. 3501 et seq.
Renewals: Exempt studies do not need to be renewed. When the project is completed, please
contact human.subjects@emich.edu
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Modifications: Any plan to alter the study design or any study documents must be reviewed to
determine if the Exempt decision changes. You must submit a modification request application
in and await a decision Cayuse IRB prior to implementation.
Problems: Any deviations from the study protocol, unanticipated problems, adverse events, subject complaints, or other problems that may affect the risk to human subjects must be reported to
the UHSRC. Complete an incident report in Cayuse IRB.

Follow-up: Please contact the when your project is complete. UHSRC
Please contact with any questions or concerns. human.subjects@emich.edu
Sincerely,
Eastern Michigan University Human Subjects Review Committee
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Appendix B: Modification – University Human Subjects Review Committee -FY18-19-324
Feb 19, 2020 6:56 PM EST
Kimberly Brown
McNair Fellowships, Teacher Education
Re: Modification – UHSRC-FY18-19-324 Utilizing High-Impact Practices to Increase Academic
Achievement: A Quantitative Analysis of Undergraduate Faculty-Mentored Research in the
McNair Scholars Program

Dear Kimberly Brown:
The Eastern Michigan University Human Subjects Review Board has rendered the decision below for Utilizing High-Impact Practices to Increase Academic Achievement: A Quantitative
Analysis of Undergraduate Faculty-Mentored Research in the McNair Scholars Program.
Decision: Exempt
Contact with questions and concerns. human.subjects@emich.edu
Sincerely,
Eastern Michigan University Human Subjects Review Committee
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Appendix C: Informed Consent
INFORMED CONSENT
Study Title:
Utilizing High-Impact Practices to Increase Academic Achievement: A Quantitative Analysis of
Undergraduate Faculty-Mentored Research in the McNair Scholars Program.
Introduction:
Greetings! My name is Kimberly J. Brown. I am a doctoral candidate in the Ph.D. in Education
Studies, with a concentration in Urban Education program at Eastern Michigan University. This
research is under the supervision of Dr. Toni Stokes-Jones, Ph.D., Department of Education, who
will serve as Chair of this dissertation study.
Purpose:
You are being invited to participate in a research study to assess if involvement in undergraduate
faculty-mentored research, as a member of the McNair Scholars Program, influences GPA, retention, and degree attainment at Eastern Michigan University.
This casual comparative and correlational study will assess possible differences in student outcomes between members of the McNair Scholars Program and a comparison group with similar
demographics. It will also determine if an association between undergraduate faculty-mentored
research and GPA, retention and degree attainment exist.
Study Procedures and Dissemination:
Utilizing a non-randomized purposeful sampling process, subjects of this study are members of
the McNair Scholars Program, who at the start of the 2014-2015 academic year were of sophomore standing. Although eligibility is contingent on those who self-identify as underrepresented
(Hispanic, African, or Native American, Pacific-Islander, or Hawaiian), or who have federal designation as low-income and first-generation. For this study, only those that fit all three criteria,
underrepresented, low-income and first-generation, who have participated in an undergraduate
faculty-mentored research project, will be included in the target population.
Once identified and informed consent has been granted, data will be sent to the university registrar for access to university records. Information requested will include GPA at the end of academic years 2015-2019, number of semesters students were retained after the close of Fall 2014
semester and current status of degree acquisition.
Upon receiving data from the university registrar, information will be analyzed and coded for input into the current version of SPSS statistical software. Data from this research study will be
gathered, analyzed, and disseminated as the culminating project for my dissertation. Results from
this project will likely be sent for inclusion in professional journal articles, as well as conferences, with themes relevant to access and success in postsecondary studies for African American
students from first-generation and low-income families.
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Risks/Confidentiality:
There are no costs, or foreseeable or expected risks if you decide to participate in this research
study. Given the nature of the study being “ex post facto”, events have already occurred, and
data analyzed in this study require no active or ongoing contribution.
Benefits from this research could potentially provide information that support the success of students in the target population and retention and academic success in postsecondary studies.
Your participation is anonymous and effort to maintain anonymity will be exhibited throughout
the research process. If data files received from the university registrar contain student identification numbers or other identifying markers, information will be coded with study identification
codes.
To ensure confidentiality, files will be password protected and stored in a locked office within
the McNair Scholars Program.
Voluntary Participation:
Your participation in this study is voluntary. Consent to participation in this research study can
be provided by returning the consent form, or an email granting consent for participation. A copy
of consent form will be provided at request.
At any time during participation, you may discontinue involvement, without any loss of benefits.
If deciding not to participate in this study, you will not be penalized nor will any benefits that
you may be otherwise entitled to receive, be lost.
Further Questions:
If you have any questions about the study, please contact Kimberly Brown, kbrown4@emich.edu, and/or Dr. Toni Stokes Jones, tjones1@emich.edu, Faculty Sponsor, at Eastern Michigan University.
Research protocol has been reviewed and approved by the Eastern Michigan University Human
Subjects Review Committee, UHSRC-FY18-19-324. If you have questions about the approval
process, please contact the UHSRC at human.subjects@emich.edu or call 734-487-0042.

_____________________________________________________________

_____________

PARTICIPANT SIGNATURE

DATE

_____________________________________________________________

_____________

INVESTIGATOR SIGNATURE

DATE
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Appendix D: McNair Scholar Program Required and Permissible Services

REQUIRED SERVICES
• Seminars and Other Educational Activities: means group activities that provide participants with the opportunity to receive information or practice methodology in one or more
areas necessary for the successful navigation of the educational system relative to the attainment/completion of their doctoral studies.
• Tutoring: means academic assistance provided by an advanced undergraduate or graduate student or a professional staff.
• Academic counseling: means assisting students in making educational plans, selecting
appropriate courses, meeting academic requirements, and planning for graduation and
graduate education.
• Admission assistance to graduate school means: assisting students in choosing graduate
or professional programs and applying for admission to those programs.
• Financial aid assistance to graduate school: means assisting students individually or in
small groups in completing financial aid applications and securing fellowships and other
forms of financial assistance for graduate study.
PERMISSIBLE SERVICES
• Education or Counseling to Improve Financial and Economic Literacy: means
knowledge about personal financial decision-making, which may include but is not limited to knowledge related to:
o Personal and family budget planning;
o Understanding credit-building principles to meet long-term and short-term goals
(e.g., loan to debt ratio, credit scoring, negative impacts on credit scores, etc.);
o Cost planning for postsecondary or postbaccalaureate education (e.g., spending,
saving, personal budgeting, etc.);
o College cost of attendance (e.g., public vs. private, tuition vs. fees, personal costs,
etc.);
o Financial assistance (e.g., searches, application processes, and differences between private and government loans, assistantships, etc.); and
o Assistance in completing the Free Application for Federal Student Aid (FAFSA).
• Mentoring: means professionals, other than project staff, working with project students
to expose them to careers that require doctoral degrees.
• Exposure to Cultural Events and Academic Programs: means any project sponsored activities, such as field trips, special lectures, and symposiums that have, as their purpose,
the improvement of the project participants’ academic progress and personal development.
• Other: means additional activities not listed above that are designed to meet the purpose
of the McNair Program.
Source: Federal Code of Regulations 34 CFR Part 64
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Appendix E: McNair Scholar Survey Data
MCNAIR SCHOLAR SURVEY DATA
ACADEMIC PREPAREDNESS
1. My writing ability interferes with my overall academic
ability
2. My mathematical ability interferes with my overall academic ability

YES
17%

NO
83%

17%

83%

3. I have sought out academic assistance when I have had an
issue in class

83%

17%

4. I have used the Holman Success Center or other support
services on campus
5. Ask for help when you need it

83%

17%

67%

33%

PERCEPTION OF ACADEMIC SUPPORT
6. I would say my professors academically support me
7. I would say my social circle academically supports me

100%
100%

0%
0%

FAMILIAL SUPPORT
8. My family understands the challenges I face on campus
9. My family supports me being here at EMU

83%
100%

17%
0%

FINANCIAL STABILITY
10. Eat regular meals
11. I have had issues paying for my required books

50%
33%

50%
67%

12. I receive financial support to provide assistance to me in
the completion of my degree
13. I have issues paying for food

100%
0%

0%
100%

0%
100%
17%

100%
0%
83%

0%

100%

0%

100%

UTILIZATION OF ACADEMIC SUPPORT

14. I have issues paying bills related to housing (i.e. rent,
electricity, water, etc.)
15. I am able to purchase new clothes and shoes when needed
16. I never have money to do things that I enjoy (i.e. go to the
movies, go out to eat)
17. I have issues paying bills related to transportation (i.e.
gas, insurance, public transportation, etc.)
18. I am having problems with financial aid
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19. I have a consistent source of money
20. My family is able to help me out financially
21. I often help my family out financially
22. I can afford to pay my rent
23. I need a job
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83%
83%
100%
100%
0%

17%
17%
0%
0%
100%

EMPLOYMENT STATUS
24. I have a job on campus
25. I have a job off campus

83%
33%

17%
67%

FAMILIAL RESPONSIBILITIES
26. I help my family with raising my siblings

33%

67%

HOUSING
27. I live on campus
28. I live at home
29. I live with friends / siblings in an off-campus setting

100%
0%
0%

0%
100%
100%

83%
33%
17%
83%
67%
100%
100%

17%
67%
83%
17%
33%
0%
0%

STATUS OF MENTAL HEALTH
30. I sometimes experience feelings of sadness
31. I often feel sad or alone
32. I prefer to be alone most of the time
33. I can trust the people I live with
34. I often feel overwhelmed by all the things I have to do
35. My living situation is safe and comfortable for me
36. I have someone who will listen when I am having a bad
day

